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futuristic vehicles, dangerous enemies, fierce weapons and 
ability enhancing implants. 
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“Tribes: Vengence p56 


Not Your Mother’s Tribes 


With Vengeance, Irrational Games takes the multiplayer world of Tribes in an 
entirely new direction. Plus we take a look at some of the most fans imaginable, 
the Tribes community. By Tom Chick 


Virtual Dollars, Real Economics 


Implications of the muddy boundaries between life offline and life online. 
By Bruce Rolston 


A Different Kind of Delay 


Why you're not playing TRON 2.0. By Jason Cross 


NorrathCraft 


Lords of EverQuest brings real-time strategy to the world of Norrath. 
By Scott Steinberg 


Conventionally Unconventional 


Despite being somewhat soulless, the epic Rise of Nations is the War and Peace 
of real-time strategy. By Tom Chick 
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Nights Away 


Call the RIAA, the MPAA, and AARP; thieves are everywhere 


RIGHT NOW, PEOPLE are stealing this magazine! 
This needs to be stopped, now! They’re putting us 
out of business! They’re taking food from my (non- 
existent) children’s mouths! 

Whoa, time to calm down. 

“Warez” typically refers to illegal downloadable 
software, but the same day the June issue of this 
magazine appeared on newsstands, full-page high- 
resolution scans of our articles on Ha/f-Life 2 and 
Thief 3 appeared on websites and message boards 
all over the Internet. People are warezing magazines 
now? Oh those wacky kids and Slashdot readers that 
run around thinking that “all information must be 
free.” (Or at least everyone else’s information should 
be free—don’t mess with their stuff.) 

Other than running around putting out fires by 
threatening legal action, or ignoring it in the hope 
that a few people might see the scans and run out 
and buy the magazine, there's little we can do 
about this kind of thing. (We're thinking of copy 
protecting the magazine, but it involves making it 
unreadable without a special light.) It’s a bit ironic 
that people use “high cost” to rationalize warezing 
software, yet still download an inexpensive maga- 
zine. “I'll still buy the issue,” they say, just like they'll 
still buy the game they downloaded and completed 
two weeks before it appeared on shelves. Or they'll 
say, “But | only wanted to read that one article,” 
which is similar to the, “But | only wanted that one 
song’ logic used when someone downloads the new 
Linkin Park CD. What it really shows is that when 
faced with the choice between “pay anything” and 
“pay nothing,” a large number of people understand- 
ably go for the latter. 

While long-time webbie Stephen “Blue” Heaslip of 
Blue’s News explicitly stated that he would not post 
links to any scans (and asked readers to refrain from 
doing same in his site’s forum), other editorial sites 
put them directly on their homepages despite poli- 
cies in place to never link to sites where readers 
could download warezed copies of games. In a cou- 
ple of instances, | asked webmasters of Thief fan- 
sites to consider removing links to the images from 
their homepages. 

Other websites summarized the articles, and in 
most instances, the summaries were fair and attrib- 
uted the original source. Things got surreal when 
other sites started summarizing the summaries. You 
ended up with chains like “Gamer's Purgatory is 


ha 


reporting that Evil Gamer said that Stoned Gaming is 
reporting that Ha/f-Life 2 will be third-person and 
only available for the Nintendo Gamecube according 
to Computer Gamer World. Special thanks to 1337 
G4Ms3rZ for the tip.” 

Since we have a cover story on the new Tribes 
game this month, the same sequence of events will 
probably play out once again. Sierra has only 
released a couple of pieces of art from the game, 
and fans want to see more. In theory, they'll all run 
out and buy this issue the moment it appears on 
shelves. But the reality is that one person will buy it, 
scan the images, summarize the article, post every- 
thing on a forum, and once again we'll be faced with 
whether or not to play the bad guy. 

Honestly, folks, we don’t want to run around using 


...when faced with the choice between “pay 


anything’ and “pay nothing,” a large number 
of people understandably go for the /atter.”’ 


terms like “copyright violation. It shouldn’t come to 
this if we all just follow a few rules. There’s a terrific 
summary of copyright law written by then Stanford 
Provost Condoleezza Rice at 
fairuse.stanford.edu/rice.html. It has a fairly simple 
and clear definition of the “fair use” doctrine of the 
US copyright law. 

People summarizing the text in our article are 
generally fine, assuming they don’t reproduce too 
much of the article, and we welcome that sort of 
buzz because it just whets the public’s appetite for 
the entire article. That’s the theory, at least. I’m not a 
lawyer, but somehow | suspect the full-page scans 
are not particularly legal. | suspect this passage is 
relevant: “Where a work is available for purchase or 
license from the copyright owner in the medium or 
format desired, copying of all or a significant portion 
of the work in lieu of purchasing or licensing a suffi- 
cient number of ‘authorized’ copies would be pre- 
sumptively unfair.” In other words, please don’t scan 
pages from the magazines, guys. We don’t want to 
be bad guys. Really. 

Now, if only someone scans this article and posts 
it on a website or in a forum, maybe things will 
change. Yeah, right. G 
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After the May issue, it seems people had visions of railroads dancing in their 
heads. “I would really like to thank your magazine for telling us what the 
hell PopTop has been doing,” said reader SkyHyriste in our online forum. 
Another forum poster, karst, said, “I normally wouldn’t have even looked 
at a train sim on the shelf,” but after reading the article he wants to 
check the final game out. Moving on, we’d like to apologize to a small 
number of readers who received the May issue rather late in the month. 
As in, they got the issue right around the time the June issue was 
arriving. We'd really like to blame someone else... who are we kid- 


ding, of course we can blame someone. It was Cindy Yans’ fault. 


Send all comments, complaints, rants, and raves to 
rebound@cgonline.com 


Railroad Tycoon 3 
| subscribe to your magazine, Computer Gaming World, and PC 
Gamer and frankly, I'm getting tired of the juvenile writing in your 
competition. I’m also tired of the reviews of alphas and betas. | 
loved Benjamin Sones’ in-depth article on Rai/road Tycoon 3, and 
really enjoyed his “Train Wrecks!” feature. If these articles are typi- 
cal, I’m going to be reading Computer Games Magazine for a long 
time to come. 

Ken Swaim 


Just read your article on Railroad Tycoon 3. In it, Phil Steinmeyer 
said, “You can't place an oil well in the middle of Illinois, that 
would be pretty stupid.” You might want to ask all the people 
around Mattoon, IL (center of state) who collect oil royalties from 
oil wells all around the west and north side of town. There aren't 
as many as in Texas or Oklahoma but there are quite a few. 

Philip Dampier 


Just a comment concerning the sidebar in Ben Sones’ article 
about Railroad Tycoon 3. The various tycoons mentioned failed to 
mention several, including: “Hotel,” “Ski Resort,” “Golf” (which 
really should have Sid Meier rolling around in a grave), “Mall,” and 
“Industrial” (which | believe lead to /ndustry Giant). | think there 
was also a “Casino” one. 

Anyway, before any of these tycoons were actual tycoons, there 
was Detroit, which was a lot better than the later Car Tycoon. 
Detroit was by Impressions, and | think they really started things 
going in that general direction. 

Daniel Stankiewicz 


Wookies and Weirdoes Forever 

| rarely write to editors, but | couldn’t help but write and tell you 
how much | like the new format for your magazine. | have long 
appreciated the more adult tone of your magazine's writings, as 
well as its coverage of “indie” games and strategy and war games. 
Now | absolutely love the fact that you’ve created a magazine that 
looks like something an adult would read. It’s hard enough being 
an adult in a hobby that most people think is the province of pim- 
ply-faced teens, but in the past in order to get information about 
gaming, | had to buy magazines with lurid cover art of either big- 
breasted game characters or gun-brandishing psychopaths. Inside 
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magazines, 
| had to endure their 
editor's attempts to turn their writ- 
ers into “personalities.” If felt like | was read- 
ing Jiger Beat. 
Keep up the good work. 
An old, but happy gamer 


I've read you over the years, and subscribed off and on, entirely 
due to the flavor that remains from your “Strategy Plus” origins. | 
no longer bother with any other computer gaming magazine. As 
another “old gamer,” | appreciate your taking a mature approach 
to the serious effort of having fun. 

Ron Gazaway 


This is just a nice pat on the back for the great job you guys have 
done, especially in the past few months. Thanks for sticking to 
your guns. All this over-hyping crap is detrimental to the industry. 
As a reader, | expect a totally fair and accurate analysis, and you 
guys really tell it like it is. 

Lastly, remember that while it’s the maturity and honesty of your 
magazine that gives you readers, there's a level of silliness that is 
a must, and always has been present in your publication. Don’t 
forget that, because | really do look for the silly crap as well as the 
“important stuff’ Wookies and weirdoes forever. 

Ryan 


“Wookies and weirdoes forever” is our new motto. —ed 


Race for the Prize 

In response to Steve Bauman’s Upfront article in the May issue, |, 
for one, do care about honesty and candor in gaming magazine 
articles. | realize that each review is, to some extent, the writer's 
personal opinion of the game and that | should not consider it the 
“final word” on if the game is worth playing or not. | usually read 
reviews on a game from several sources, Computer Games 
Magazine included, before deciding to buy it or not. While | find the 
high school-level geek-cool rantings in other publications good for 
an occasional laugh, | sometimes prefer articles that leave out the 
obscure and tasteless jokes and get down to what | really want to 
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know: is the game any fun to play and why or why not. 

| don't mind walking by the game on the shelf for a several 
weeks, even if it’s based on something I'm really into, like Star 
Wars or medieval fantasy. I’ve been burned by impulse-buying 
games that turned out to be really bad enough times in the past 
to learn to be patient. | subscribe to three print magazines, this 
and two others and check out several game sites on the Internet, 
so the gaming world coverage | get is pretty varied. | usually 
check them all before buying a game and have found that | am 
more satisfied with what | play. 

| appreciate your policy of only reviewing finished games that 
you have played through and hope you'll continue it. It’s good to 
have at least one magazine that takes games seriously. 

John Enfield 


Master of Orion 3 

Why? Why? WHY? Why do | buy games without reading your 
review first? | know | said | would never do that again, but | just 
got duped again. This is Master of Orion 3 we are talking about, 
one of the most eagerly awaited games in years. It’s a “sure 
thing!” This time | will be okay. Go ahead and buy it. The great 
reviews would surely follow the hype. 

Yet, your review of WOO3 was right on. Every word. | have never 
been so disappointed. The Al is clinically insane with multiple per- 
sonalities and the battle scenes involve watching little blobs move 
across the screen. | have not even finished a single game after 
several frustrating starts. Each one began with, “Surely the last 
game was a fluke. It can’t be THIS bad.” But it was and | blew $50. 
Wrong again. | learned my lesson (again). 

Let's see, how long can | renew my subscription for with the 
$50 | should have saved? 

Marty Nevshemal 


GeForce FX 

| just read Jason Cross’ review for the GeForce FX 5600 Ultra and 

I'm amazed at his score. He says it has the speed of a Ti4200 and 

is in the $200 market segment. | guess he has never heard of the 

ATl Radeon 9500 Pro, which can be found for less than $200, sup- 
ports all of DirectX 9’s features and outperforms the Ti4600. Does 
he not remember his own reviews? 

This card would appear to be a letdown, as it can’t even com- 
pete with its direct market competitor. You'd think he might com- 
pare it to competing cards, but | guess it just slipped his mind. 
The Radeon 9500 Pro (with a simple BIOS flashing) can even 
overclock to speeds very close to that of a 9700, with stock cool- 
ing. That's a lot of performance for a sub-$200 price. 

Which brings to mind another one of his shortcomings, he only 
includes the MSRP. Who the hell pays that? | guess he has never 
heard of the Internet and OEM products. He took points away from 
the 9000 Pro because you could buy the Ti4200 for a just a little 
more. At the time of the review, | bought my 9000 Pro for $85, or 
$44 less than the listed price. It’s time that he recognizes that not 
everyone who reads these magazines are as ignorant as he thinks. 

Chris Baker 


Jason Cross replies: The Radeon 9500 Pro is truly a great card, 
hence the 5-star rating it received in the March issue, but it has 
been discontinued in favor of the slower Radeon 9600. The 9500 Pro 
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with more or faster DDR memot 


off the hard drives. | have manually d 
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It takes a bit of elar to. erase y 
it can never be recovered, ify 
your dive partitions and recreate the 
drive (the full format rather t 
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your buyer to recover 
od ae | tem in a few months and was — : 
wondering of Serial ATA (Speed, airflow) _ 
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/f you buy a system using the 875 
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faster CPU with less or slower DD 


Are Serial ATA drives worth it? 


Brewihing o get maximum. performance/enjoyment when ey 
ing 1st person shooters and RPGs?? : _ : 
a Justsomeguy 


This is, sadly, one of those “it depends” situations. Some 

games are really limited by how fast your CPU can read 
and write data to RA M, and others are not. So the performance 
improvement you will find when going from slower RAM to the 
faster stuff could be anywhere from 0-20%. That’s quite a lot of 
variation. For most high- -end 3D games, the difference between 
slow and fast memory is going to be on the order of 10% OF SO. 


That's usually worth the difference in price. 


Since you re mostly interested in role-playing games and shoot: me 
ers, here’s where | would put my priorities. first, get a really good — 


video card. Plan on spending like $300 or so for a Radeon 9700 
Pro or 9800 Pro, or a high-end GeForce FX card. You don’t need a 
256MB video card, 128 will be fine. Then, go with a CPU of at 
least 2.5GHz (or a 2500+ rating on an Athlon XP). Finally, try to 
get at least 512MB of DDR333 (PC2700) RAM. A gigabyte would 
give you even more breathing room, especially with the memory- 
intensive massively multiplayer games. If there’s any money left. 
over in your budget, start concerning yourself with the latency of 
the memory. Memory with what they call a “CAS” latency of 2.5 
will be faster than 3.0, and a 2.0 latency faster still. : 

If you get one of those new high-end Pentium 4 processors — 
that use an 800MHz bus with the motherboard using the 875P 
chipset, you'll really need buy memory in matched rs and ee Il 

want DDR400. 
: & On page 91 of the May | issue you have a tip for Sadie: 
: Q:° ing the boot up process of a PC. Having downloaded the 


_ bootvis.exe tool | find that it gives an error, re: the ADVAPI32.dll. - 


Can you please tell me if the cuisiile peegeen will function with 
a Windows 98 Se OS? . 


“oie boots page tails it ‘A cehontanee trace visualization 


- tool for use with Windows XP systems.” The download — | 
page says “This version of BootVis.exe is compatible with final 
release of Wi ndows — (build — sles resolves a re amend 


no, it + will not funietion with Windows 98. Or ME 2000, or any 
oneet —— other than Wii ndows ee . 


~ John S. . 


did receive a higher review score than the 5600 Ultra, comparable to 
its speed improvement in modern games and slightly higher price. 
The reason why we only include the MSRP is simple: It’s the only 
price we can be sure is accurate at the time the magazine goes to 
press. Also, listing the MSRP gives a good idea of the relative price of 
hardware. We don't assume that our readers are ignorant—on the 
contrary, they're quite smart and we encourage them to shop around. 


Grab the Dictionary 
| demand that you ameliorate the egregious paucity of didactic 
coverage of 3D Glasses. 


Apodictic Squirrel 


Grab the Dictionary II SE 
“Militarism” is a word, dumbasses. 
Greg 


This letter is in in reference to our review of Militarism in the May 
issue, Where Tom Chick asserted that “militarism” was a made up 
word. Thank you to all of the readers who actually looked up the 
word in a dictionary, something we did not do. We are sufficiently 
humiliated. —ed 


ERRATA 

In June’s news section, we misnamed the sequel to Legacy 
Interactive's Law & Order: Dead on the Money. Its title will actually 
be Law & Order //: Double or Nothing. 


- Visit our online forums at forums.cgonline.com 


Participate in this month’s survey at www.cgonline.com 
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Implications o1 


between life ¢ 
BY BRL 


“What is real? How do you define real? If 
you're talking about what you can feel, what 
you can smell, what you can taste and 
see...then real is simply...electrical signals 
interpreted by your brain.” —Morpheus to 
Neo, in he Matrix 


IMAGINE YOU COULD drop your real life 
today, and just keep one of your virtual 
ones. If you were making money playing 
your favorite elf-ranger alter-ego in 
EverQuest, or The Sims Online—say, enough 
money to live on—what would it take to tear 
you away? And as the worlds inside our 
computers get even more beautiful, realistic, 
and magical, how much stronger is that 
temptation going to get? Let's put it another 
way: if that virtual world you visit now was a 
real one, would you emigrate? Economist 
Edward Castronova thinks you just might. 
The California professor and gamer’s 
thought-provoking study of EverQuest char- 
acter economics Is raising new questions 
about how seriously some people are taking 
their games. Virtual Worlds: A First-Hand 
Account of Market and Society on the 
Cyberian Frontier has sparked debate not only 
among gamers like himself, but in profes- 
sional economists’ circles as well. It's caused 
a lot of people to re-evaluate what exactly is 
going on when you log on to slay dragons. 


Dollars and Sense 
On this earth, Castronova’s an economist. 
In EverQuest, he found himself focusing on 
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the 
buying 
and selling 
of goods all 
around him, as players 

exchanged virtual goods for virtual money. 
The business world of Norrath, he realized, 
is thriving. He says that he feels like an 
economist who parachuted into a jungle 
enclave and found a fully-fledged mone- 
tary system that none of his academic col- 
leagues had heard about yet. 

“There's a standard set of reactions when 
| bring this up with my colleagues,” he says. 
“First they light up with a big smile: ‘Hey, it’s 
that guy who talks about video games... but 
after about eight minutes, they start to 
scrunch up their faces. By the end, they're 
usually looking at the floor. All of a sudden, 
they see the future... this [EverQuest] isn’t 
just a game. This is A Place:” 

He realizes that Norrath has tremendous 
potential for proving some basic economics 
theories. If the way humans interact in as 
unusual a place as Norrath are similar to 
what they do in the real world, that could 
mean that those behaviors are universal, 
and would reproduce themselves wherever 
people got together. For instance, because 
players can choose the appearance of their 
avatar (man, woman, short, tall), he 
acknowledges the possibility that the game 


itself 
may be 
used to 
study the 
impact of gender 
and beauty on one’s 
economic fortune. 

But when he started his research 
with an online survey of EverQuest players, 
he found himself startled by the results. 
The average EverQuest player, he found, is 
a well-educated American male, earning 
about $20 an hour with a full time job, 
though large numbers are students. The 
average serious player, though, spends six 
hours a day in the game. A full quarter of 
the dedicated adult players were spending 
more hours killing monsters and earning 
EverQuest money than they were working 
and making real money. And, more 
remarkably, 40% of players surveyed said 
that, if there was a way they could earn a 
living wage regardless, they'd quit their 
jobs and play EverQuest all day long. 


It’s a Tough Job, But... 

Next, Castronova looked on eBay and other 
auction sites at the then-thriving Internet 
market for high-level characters and items. 
He calculated that in-game goods were 
being traded for real-world money at a rate 
of about five million dollars a year. If you 
do the math, you'll come up with the star- 
tling conclusion that the average high-level 
player at the time was actually increasing 


his or her personal wealth, by about $3.42 
an hour. A player playing 80 hours a week 
and selling their work could be making 
$12,000 a year doing it. You might not be 
able to live well by being a full-time 
EverQuest player, but you might not exactly 
starve, either. 

There’s evidence a small number of 
players are probably doing this already. 
Programmer Scott Jennings from Mythic 
Entertainment, 
host of the 
MMORPG Dark 
Age of Camelot, 
recalls interview- 
ing a “placer” 
from Ultima 
Online, the grand- 
dad of modern 
persistent worlds 
“His job was to 
place houses. 
That was it. It’s how he made his living. He 
made a website glorifying his prowess in 
‘placing, which basically meant sitting 
around waiting for someone's house to 
decay and slapping a new one in its place 
immediately. So you basically had someone 
who was making quite a comfortable living 
for themselves out of UO" 


Who’ll Profit? 

Of course, players aren't supposed to make 
money off of gaming. Nearly all game com- 
panies ask players to agree not to sell their 
characters or possessions in the real world. 
But Castronova wonders if these are or are 
not rights that you can just sign away? 
“Basically as a player you've signed a 
paper saying, ‘| have no rights,’ he says. 
“But | don’t have the right to sign away my 
own right of free speech. | don’t know if | 
have the ability to waive my economic 
rights, either.’ 

Diehard virtual world players like these, 
he concluded, are coming closer and clos- 
er to being cyber-commuters. They live in 
their real world houses, but turn on their 
computers and travel to Norrath to do 
stuff... to work, to buy and sell, to profit and 
lose. Maybe not many of them are doing it 
purely for monetary reasons—yet—but there 
is nothing really stopping them, either. 
(After all, lots of people say they don't 
work just for the money in the real world.) 

How many people are we talking about, 
really? Castronova calculated about 90,000 
EverQuest players were spending more of 


their waking, productive hours in their 
computer reality in 2002 than in their real 
one. Earth, for them, was like a “bedroom 
community” outside a big city—just a place 
to hang their hat, to sleep, to eat. What 
gets scary is when you take that to its logi- 
cal extreme: if virtual worlds are places you 
can make money, like a downtown office 
building, does that mean the game pub- 
lishers are something like “landlords,” and 


the players “tenants?” 

Rick Hall, executive producer of Ultima 
Online, doesn't buy into the professor's 
logic. “We own the characters, and you're 
just playing in our world,” he says, describ- 
ing Origin’s official position. “We still have 
to protect ourselves legally. To do otherwise 
would just be a Pandora’s Box of problems 
for us.” He asks, for example, what if a 
game company chooses to close down a 
server, or a game? If it’s just a 


Castronova’s main focus of 
study was EverQuest’s 
Norrath, the most popular 
virtual world in 2002. He 
came up with the follow- 
ing statistics about its 
population: 


game, it’s unfortunate, but if you start to 
feel as if you're living in that world, the 
game company could be seen as taking 
away your belongings or your livelihood. 
But Castronova wonders, as these 
worlds get even more popular, if that will 
even be an option. “Let’s say | build a 
beautiful island in the Pacific, and invite 
people to live there,” says Castronova. 
“Could | then close the island and kick 


‘"A full quarter of the dedicated adult players were 
spending more hours killing monsters and earning 


FverQuest money than they were working and 
making real money.” -EDWARD CASTRONOVA 


them off, if | decide | want to change it into 
a oil rig? In the real world | can’t.” 

Hall still doesn't buy the comparison, 
though. He believes that, surely, the pres- 
ence of dragons and hobbits and the like 
should be a clue as to which world is real, 
and which is not. “There’s no such thing as 
bankruptcy in our worlds,” he says. “You 
don't have to worry about survival. You can 
be financially irresponsible, and just buy 


Average population at any one time 60,000 


Gross National Product $135 million ($2,266 per capita) 


Annual income of an 80-hour-a-week player 
$12,000 when converted (Poverty line in the U.S: $8,800.) 


Exchange rate 107 PP to the dollar 


Deflation rate 29 percent a year 
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neat stuff. Gamers want to escape from 
reality, not fo reality.’ 

What the game companies are content 
with is a kind of cyber-feudalism, the econ- 
omist argues. The players’ virtual bodies 
and all their possessions belong to the sov- 
ereign, and can be taken away or given out 
as the rulers please. But he believes that it’s 
naive to think that as virtual worlds become 
more popular, more realistic, and more a 
legitimate place to spend one’s time, people 
won't start demanding real-world govern- 
mental rights in cyberspace, too. 

But writer/consultant/game designer 
Greg Costikyan, for one, doesn’t think the 
revolution is coming yet. “Well-run games 
often do behave something like a ‘govern- 
ment,” he says, “Trying to satisfy as many 
of their customers as possible, provide a 
safe environment to play in, and trying to 
keep on the good side of their players. But 
this is just good business. 

“Ifa [virtual] world is a ‘nation,’ it’s a 
bizarrely governed one—a private, profit- 
making subsidiary of a corporation. But all 
its ‘citizens’ know this going in—and also 
know that they have complete freedom of 
emigration to a game with rules they like 
better, if they object to how this one is run.” 


Check Out Time 
As the realism of virtual worlds only contin- 
ues to grow, the day may soon come when 


The Rights of Avatars 


Castronova is not the first person to talk about the virtual serfdom of virtual worlds. - 
In January, 2000, Raph Koster, one of the designers behind Ultima Online (and cur- 
rently working on Star Wars Galaxies) penned the first “Declaration of the Rights of 
Avatars.” (You can find it at www.legendmud.org/raph/gaming/playerrights.html.) 


Based on the U.S. Bill of Rights and the French Revolutions’ Declaration of the 
Rights of Man, it attempts to define what the rights of virtual representations of 


people in a virtual space would be. 


“This document holds the following truths to be self-evident,” it tote “inet 
avatars are the manifestation of actual people in an online medium, and that their 
utterances, actions, thoughts, and emotions should be considered to be as valid as 
the utterances, actions, thoughts, and emotions of people in any other forum, 
venue, location, or space. Rights of avatars include the right to a fair trial, of free 
speech, freedom of assembly and association, and property rights” __ 

The document is not widely accepted by game developers, though, naheting the 


current team running U/tima Online. 


your necromancer logs out after sweeping 
your keep of mongbats, and then uses the 
proceeds to buy you a real-world case of 
Coke. Take a look around: don’t most jobs 
you can do involve some work at a comput- 
er? If the cash ever becomes exchangeable, 
is “working” at monster-slaying every time 
you go to your favorite game really that dif- 
ferent from the other kinds of “virtual 
offices” and freelance work-at-home 
arrangements we're now seeing, particular- 
ly in the high tech industries? 

It's not quite the same of course: no one 
Can survive on gaming alone... yet. But at its 
core, Castronova’s work is also asking a 


A Different Kind 
of Delay 


Why you're not playing TRON 2.0 


much more disturbing question: if you're 
spending 50, 60, 70 waking hours a week in a 
virtual space, at what point are you no longer 
a citizen of this world? “How many hours of 
gaming a week do you need to put in,” he 
asks, “before you're really, for all intents and 
purposes, living in the machine instead?” 


“The Matrix is everywhere. It is all around us. 
Even now in this very room. You can see it 
when you look out your window. Or when 
you turn on your television. You can fee! it 
when you go to work. When you go to 
Church. When you pay your taxes... ” 
—Morpheus to Neo, in The Matrix G 


LIKE THE FIRST summer blockbuster to 
squeak into theaters at the start of May, 
TRON 2.0 will ship on August 26 and open 
what might be the biggest fall season for 
first-person shooters in ages. With the 
absolutely overwhelming release of Half-Life 
2 just a month later, it will be none too soon 
for a game trying to carve out a niche 
among several anticipated titles. But why 
August? Wasn't this game supposed to be 
on shelves back in March? 

It's hard to believe, but according to 
everyone involved with the game, it was 
basically done and ready to ship on it’s 
original March release date, with developer 
Monolith Productions delivering to Disney 
everything that it promised. But according 
to representatives for both companies, 
Disney liked what it saw so much it actual- 
ly decided to delay the game and pay the 
Kirkland-based developer to continue 
working on it, tweaking and tuning to live 
up to its full potential. Producer Francois 


lf you like Chariots of War 


check out these other strategy games 


entertainment 


Strategy First 


SLITHERINE 


©2003 Strategy First Inc. All right reserved. 
Chariots of War, Legion Gold and Europa 
Universalis: Crown of the North are trademarks 
of Paradox Entertainment AB. All rights 
reserved, All other trademarks and copyrights 
are the properties of their respective owners. 


Robillard explains, “They found some 
effects, like with the de-rezzing effect, that 
they just wanted to add some oomph to. 
That kind of stuff” 

After playing through a quarter of the 
game in its unfinished state, it’s easy to 
believe that this it certainly could have 
shipped by now. At this stage, it’s already 
more polished than most finished games, 
and there are still plenty of things being 
worked on. The opening title sequence, in 
particular, is the sort of impressive credits 
display you're used to seeing at the start of 
big action movies, and the accompanying 
music is absolutely perfect. Though most of 
what Monolith is doing with its extra time 
amounts to tweaking and polish, there is 
One major update, and that’s the inclusion 
of a stand-alone light cycle circuit. Similar 
to the structure of the single-player game 
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a - 


hike 


in Unreal Tournament 2003, you'll 
access the circuit from the main 
menu and race through progres- 
sively harder arenas, unlocking 
new ones as you succeed and fill- 
ing them up with the bots of your 
choosing. “We made it so that 
menu option was much more 
meaningful, much deeper,” says 
Robillard. “We added some new 
powerups, too.’ 

The best feature is certainly the 
visual aesthetic, which simply 
doesn't look like any other game. 
Screenshots don't do the it jus- 
tice—in motion it is far more 
impressive, with lots of moving, pulsing, 
glowing parts in the environments and cool 
special effects around every turn. There's a 
serious Jedi Knight vibe here, as many 
areas are simply huge, and it’s worth your 
time to stop and look up or down every 
now and again just to appreciate the sense 
of scale. There’s nothing wrong with the 
rod, mesh, or ball primitives, but your iconic 
weapon, the disc, is simply more fun and 
will probably be the central weapon for 
most players throughout. In that way, it’s 
like the lightsaber in Jedi Knight. 

Then there’s the upgrade system, which 
is more entertaining than it sounds. As you 
pass levels and find hidden “build notes,” 
you can upgrade your core stats like heath 
and energy, but you add and remove abili- 
ties at will by installing subroutines. Finding 
and retrieving routines to make yourself 
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All CGI, All the Time 
Scourge of Worlds 


Rhino Home Video, $24.95 


With game cut scenes looking 
increasingly like movies, it isn’t that 
surprising to see a movie that looks 
like a series of cut scenes. The all- 
CGI DVD “choose your own path” 
Dungeons & Dragons movie Scourge 
of Worlds \ooks like outtakes from 
Baldur’s Gate circa 1998, which is 
probably not the best thing to say 
about it. Looking at an early version, 
with only a few of its “choose your 
path” branches, the actor animation 
is rather stiff and the backgrounds 
flat—it’s hard not the think that real- 
time games will look better than this 
in a couple of years—but it should 
provide D&D fans with some mon- 
ster-bashing action. (It’s just too bad 
the subtitle track doesn’t show die 
rolls during the combat scenes.) The 
DVD is scheduled for release on 
June 10, with a special Collector’s 
Edition due in the Fall with additional 
endings, 15 minutes of extra footage, 
a “making of” feature, and a col- 
lectible plastic miniature figure of 
one of the characters in the movie. 
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jump higher, |.D. enemies, or download 
faster is really pretty cool, and deciding 
which capabilities to keep active and which 
to spend your limited upgrades on adds a 
layer of interesting decision making absent 
from most shooters. 
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Command your forces and turn the tide of Axis aggression while conquering fortress Europe using a vast oe of authentic infantry, vehicles and weaponry. 
= 3D engine allows for advanced tactics = True 3D Line Of Sight «”Hearing” system where enemy units can be heard “Intelligent and adaptive Al reacts to your strategy = Advanced 
"Morale” system where Heroic” actions can be performed 25 missions can be played either as a 12-mission Recrui” campaign or a 20-mission, non-linear “Veteran” campaign 


WWW. STRATEGYFIRST.COM — Visit www.esrb.org or 


call 1-800-771-3772 


for Rating Information. 


©2003 Strategy First inc. All rights reserved. World War Il: Frontline Command is a trademark of The Bitmap Brothers. All rights reserved. Ua 
Ail other trademarks and copyrights are the properties of their respective owners. BROTHERS 


[above] Well that’s one way to 
get in your case and see if your 
RAM isn’t seated. [right] This 
security program has it out for 
you. [far right] Light cycle races 
have been seriously expanded 
from the game’s original concept. 


Multiplayer, 
as It turns out, 
is also a lot 


‘pon monitor exe 


ZiFIOO 


260/260 


more fun than you'd expect simple arena 
combat to be. It works just like the Rocket 
Arena mod for Quake, with four arenas in a 
single level, and players waiting their turn 
in a central staging area to hop in and 
fight the winners. Games can be one on 
one, two on two, or more, but it’s really tai- 


with your ability to block with your disc 
adds a simple strategic layer that makes 
dueling a lot more than just a contest of 
twitch reflexes. If the network code is 
improved over past Lithtech games, it’s not 
hard to imagine disc dueling gaining quite 
a following online, or even a CPL event 


going to be the better game for it. It’s 
unique enough to carve out a following 
among fans of first-person action games, 
so long as it doesn’t get buried under a 
mountain of anticipation for Ha/f-Life 2 and 
DOOM III. With a somewhat earlier release 
date and plenty of time to tune to perfec- 


lored for small numbers. Knocking out 
parts of the environment in combination 


Heather knows fear—Konami 
is planning on releasing a PC 
version of Silent Hill 3 in 
October.... Legendary X- 
MEN —Activision is working on 
X-Men: Legends, a role-playing 
game from Raven Software 
planned for 2004. It’s for con- 
soles only... for now.... 
DreamCatcher acquires 
another SuperPower—For 
some reason, DreamCatcher 
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based on it. 


Interactive will publish 
SuperPower 2 late next year.... 
Yes, they’re making a game 
out of it—Codemasters will 
publish a game version of the 


TV series American /dol this fall. 


No word on whether or not you 
can shoot that Simon guy.... 
Beware Quidditch 
Hooligans—Electronic Arts 
plans to release Harry Potter: 
Quidditch World Cup this fall, 


TRON 2.0 isn't here yet, but it’s certainly 


tion, it’s just the thing to kick off a big fall 


bringing the game to the inter- 
national arena.... Italians get 
assaulted—EA plans to release 
an expansion to Medal of 
Honor: Allied Assault called 
Breakthrough this fall, which 
will add single player play and 
a new game mode, called 
“Liberation Mode”, to multiplay- 
er.... The Call of Boot Hill—JC 
Entertainment plans on deliver- 
ing its game Priest from Korea 


gaming season with a bang. —Jason Cross 


to the North America market, 
submerging players in a 
Lovecraftian Wild West.... Use 
Wrapped Swords—Green 
Knight Publishing is bringing its 
pen and paper game Pendragon 
to the Internet through 
Skotos.net. 

News courtesy of 

Frictionless Insight 


(www. frictionlessinsight.com) 
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Desert Rats, in Color 

This year’s top candidate for the “Counter-Strike Award” has to be 
Desert Combat for Battlefield 1942. Fred DeLise and the 15-mem- 
ber team at Trauma Studios are well into alpha development of the 
total conversion, which moves the Second World War theaters of 
the original game into the 2181 century with an emphasis on 
recent combat in the Middle East. It has already become a huge 
hit with online gamers eager to play US vs. Iraq, the website 
counter ticking over a quarter-million downloads in the early 
spring. Operation Iraqi Freedom pushed the numbers up even 
higher and spurred the design team to add new military hardware. 
While the first builds concentrated on the 1991 Gulf War, subse- 
quent releases are broadening the focus to include up-to-date 
versions of top military hardware like the Abrams M1A1 tank, A-10 
Thunderbolt tank-killing plane, F-117 stealth fighter, and even a 
few of those Humvees that we saw a lot of recently thanks to the 
embedded reporters in Iraq. DeLise was recently quoted in a CNN 
story as saying that publishers are looking to license Desert 
Combat for retail sale, so you’d better get to the website and 
download the mod now if you want to get it for free. 


Correct Corpses the Tom Clancy Way 

A number of Tom Clancy fans have made patches to address a 
problem with Rainbow Six 3: Raven Shield. The well-received 
strategic shooter raised the hackles of nitpick-prone gamers 
because of boneless body physics that made corpses look like 
Lambchop on his day off. Hence the efforts of JackRabbit and 
Venderhelm, two enterprising modders who have made slight 
alterations in the Karma Physics Engine settings so that enemies 
don't gain the flexibility of prima ballerinas after shaking off this 
mortal coil. Each of the two ragdoll mods make death in Raven 
Shield more realistic, although JackRabbit’s take is more true to 
Gray’s Anatomy than Venderhelm’s action-movie work. 


Building the Better Pitcher 

One of the more entertaining arcade baseball games to hit the PC 
in recent years now has an editor for pitchers. WVP Baseball 2003 
fan Jsmoltzon has released version 1.1 of his Pitching Editor, a 
nifty little program that lets you change all pitch values, types, and 
delivery styles. He plans to add support for position players and 
other in-game settings with future releases. Until that day arrives, 
you might want to experiment with Don Nascimento’s Game 
Balancer DAT Files 1.0. This edited roster pack adjusts player rat- 


ings that cause a few quirks with gameplay. Pitcher stamina has 
been bumped up to address the computer pulling starters too 
early, catcher arm strength and accuracy have been increased to 
provide more close plays at second, and running has been aug- 
mented so that speedsters have a better chance of stealing bases. 


Go Gothic Without Mascara 

Sleeper hits don’t come any sleepier than Gothic. The German role- 
playing game from Piranha Bytes that slowly developed a strong 
underground fan base when it was released in late 2001 has now 
spawned a user-created module. Alistair Thomas's The Trial makes 
some big changes, with a story that’s only loosely linked to the 
original “Coo/ Hand Luke meets Lord of the Rings” drama. Also 
included is the new ability to recruit a party of characters that can 
be given marching orders when it comes to battling monsters and 
completing quests. The module also lets you pull the camera back 
farther than was possible in the original Gothic, giving you a better 
view of the larger-scale battles that are possible here. 


Making the Mayor’s Life a Little Easier 
Wannabe town planners rejoice! Maxis has released a second 
patch for SimCity 4 that incorporates a long list of fixes and 
enhancements based largely on fan feedback. Among the many 
improvements are performance upgrades that make the game run 
better on machines that meet the minimum system requirements, 
speedier sim times, and more responsive scrolling. Gameplay has 
been tweaked to provide users with more graphs, refined inter- 
faces, and repairs to such things as highway connections and the 
creation of large cities with skyscrapers. To get the patch, head to 
the official SimCity 4 website and go to the update wizard in the 
“Cool Stuff” section. 

—Brett Todd 


Links 


Desert Combat (Battlefield 1942) www.desertcombat.com 
MVP Baseball 2003 Pitcher Editor members.xoom.virgilio.it/jsmoltzon 


Raven Shield Ragdoll Karma Mods www.ravenshieldmod.com 
www.theplatoon.com/ravenshield 


SimCity 4 simcity.ea.com 


The Trial www.pcdrama.com 
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NorrathCraft 


Lords of EverQuest brings real-time strategy 
to the world of Norrath 


DEVELOPER Rapid Eye Entertainment * PUBLISHER Sony Online Entertainment 
RELEASE DATE October 2003 


BY SCOTT STEINBERG 


SO THE AWARD-WINNING, all-consum- 
ing, massively multiplayer online role-play- 
ing game is sitting on over 425,000 sub- 
scribers. When all is said and done, the 
profit it enjoys on a monthly basis could 
probably buy a small nation, not to mention 
the majority of independent developers. 
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While most would kick back, pop open a 
bottle of Dom Perignon, and bathe in 
bullion, Sony Online is adopting a differ- 
ent strategy. As it stands, the business Is 
busily whipping its worker bees in 
hopes of churning out another game by 
October. One small problem, though— 
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} A thriving, if macabre-looking, Shadowrealm 
base begins to take shape. [inset] 
Hundreds of individualized items can be 
found. Note the flaming blade. [left] Meet 
Krug. He likes candlelit dinners, puppies, 

} and long walks on the beach. 


the company’s plans for its latest would-be 
franchise, Lords of EverQuest, fly complete- 
ly in the face of common sense. 

While Blizzard is busy taking its premier 
product, WarCraft /I/, into the massively 
multiplayer realm, one of the inventors of 
the genre are doing the opposite by creat- 
ing what is primarily a single-player real- 
time strategy game. Even though it will 
Support upwards of a dozen players across 
six multiplayer modes, Sony's conservative 
brainchild relies on a solo campaign and 
skirmish mode as its backbone. Although it 
will draw inferences from the brand that 
inspired it, the meat and potatoes of game- 
play extend across 36 total scenarios—12 
for each of the three factions represented. 
“We're not even shooting for online fans 
here,” says producer James Parker. “It's the 


Dozens of units can populate the screen at any given time. 


millions of RTS gamers who've never paid 
a subscription fee in their life we're target- 
ing this opportunity for adventure at.’ 

As the story goes, Rallos Zek was a 
naughty boy. Approximately 10,000 years 
ago, this rather ambitious deity (whose 
sphere of influence was war, naturally) 
tried to conquer the entire continent of 
Norrath. Less than amused by these antics, 
the supreme being’s rivals decimated his 
giant, ogre, and goblin armies by cursing 
them with feeblemindedness. It’s a pity that 
somewhere in the shuffle, which led to the 
dawning of the Lost Age, someone mis- 
placed an ancient tome that was able to 
grant its reader divine powers. 

Enter a scuffle that showcases 15 heroes 
representing all major EverQuest classes 
and races—each one of them with... an 
agenda. Whether pursuing the book in 
hopes of destroying it, maintaining the 
sociopolitical balance, or using the 
wretched thing (as would the Shadow 
Realm players), the entire cast’s tale will be 
told via numerous pop-up dialogue win- 
dows. Each personality features a custom- 
tailored storyline, if not personally fitted 
mission goals, and every one of them 
boasts exclusive, distinguishing attributes. 

Known as Lords, these warriors are the 
stars of every conflict. They command 
battalions, erect structures, exert spheres 
of influence, or deal directly with situa- 
tions as they arise. Striding the battlefield 
much as WarCraft Arthas would, your 
erstwhile generals will oversee small 
groups or entire armies while strolling 
around familiar regions like the 
Lavastorm Mountains, Neriak, or the Lost 
Ruins of Highhold Pass. Whether dealing 
with monsters including skeletons, gnolls, 
and spiders, or just trudging along in 


search of collectible items (of which there 
are hundreds), it’s these administrators’ 
duty to get the job done, and done well, 
since individual improvement is a major 
gameplay component. 

Perform admirably, and you'll see troops 
grow stronger before your very eyes. 
Beyond straight equipment upgrades, units 
can actually gain up to 20 experience lev- 
els, with Lords topping out around level 30. 
Each level prompts enhancements that 
increase weapon strength, resistance to 
damage, and leadership abilities. The bet- 
ter you handle yourself, the better chance 
you'll have of surviving future battles, since 
(within certain predefined limits) you can 
Carry over specialized legions into succes- 
sive battles. Then again, casualties will be 
many, and surviving veterans few. 

Given that each faction contains 20 
base units like “The Recruiter,” who can 
turn structures into thriving barracks, or 
deadly “Clockwork Spiders,” you'll find 
that combat is often quick and brutal. In 
theory even the briefest skirmish should 
prove an exercise in strategic thinking, 
since some detailed rules that appear 
quickly during melee account for factors 
as seemingly minute as unseating a rider 
from his mount. 

Currently well into development, Sony 
hopes Lords of EverQuest will make quite a 
splash when it hits for the holidays. “We 
don't really mind if people who play this 
game haven't the slightest inkling of what 
EverQuest is,” admits Parker. While such an 
approach certainly gives the product mass- 
market appeal, it’s impossible to say what 
reaction from the fan community it will 
prompt; however, there's little doubt Sony 
hopes it receives the same sort of recep- 
tion as the original EverQuest. G 
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Horizons 


DEVELOPER Artifact Entertainment 
PUBLISHER Atari! 
RELEASE DATE Fall 2003 


ARTIFACT ENTERTAINMENT’S President 
and Creative Director David Bowman and 
Producer Steve Snow have been around 
the block when it comes to online role- 
playing games (Bowman still has three 
Dark Age of Camelot accounts). But while 
the professional complainers were whining 
about features, fixes, customer service, and 
nerfing, they were envisioning their own 
game world. They steadfastly believe that 
their current project Horizons will evolve 
into the definitive online playground. 

Now under the wings of Infogrames, this 
indie company can immerse itself in the 
direly serious business of pursuing that 
elusive creature, “fun.” Identifying what is 
not fun is the first step. Changing all of 
that non-fun stuff might take yet another 
decade, or a new game paradigm, or both, 
but Bowman and Snow are hacking off 
chunks of the problematic issues, one 
morsel at a time. 

One unfortunate situation is when you 
can no longer play with a friend due to a 
level-difference that usually makes it 
unprofitable for one or both. Take the sce- 
nario where you have a job, and your 
friend plays online 15 hours a day. Unless 
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[top] Male and female Saris concept art. [above] Stand back or Ill smash you with my breast- 
plate, er, longsword. . 


he gets a job, in a week or so, you will be 
level 2 and he will be level 53. They’ve 
created a “faux-buff” situation where, if 
you're the “little guy,” you attain most of 
the statistics of the higher player when 
you party with him. “Ok, I’m [level] 150 
and you're 80, and you and | want to play 
together,” says Snow. “I tap you and you 
become equivalent to 150 so long as you 
are with me in some capacity. You don’t 


have any of the 80-150 special abilities, 
and your stats aren’t going to be mondo’d 
out the wazoo, and you still need new 
gear to facilitate that [defense] require- 
ment.” It will be profitable to party in this 
case, you'll get a percentage of experi- 
ence, and you can beg or borrow high- 
level gear to use during these affiliations. 
You can always stash it in your bank area 
when you're “un-mondo’d.” 


Death penalties are also no fun, and 
Artifact has decided that a slap-on-the- 
wrist situation is better than a kick-in-the- 
groin one, but not at first. “We had a very 
elaborate [death system] initially,” says 
Snow. “And it was pretty scary. First, you 
die and you go to ‘The Plains,’ and then 
you have to dodge all these little ghosts, 
until you get to the Shining Altar, and 
then there was this maze....’ Bowman 
nods his head. “You'd spend half a week 
of your gameplay just on getting back to 
before you died.” Now, it’s simple. When 
you die, you're transported back to your 
bind point, unless someone resurrects you 


in the field, and then you get a 
“death point,” which delineates 
how long your “res sickness” 
(weakened post-death state) lasts, 
and that’s it. The points are cumu- 
lative, but you don’t lose posses- 
sions, you don't lose experience, 
and they dissipate in real-time. 

Perhaps the most important tool they 
have is a layered mapping system that 
cyclically detects the state of the game- 
world and presents a concentration analy- 
sis. Anyone minding the store can tell at a 
glance what's getting crowded, how many 
people are mining adamantium, whether 
enough resources (ore, materials, monster 
spawns) are being generated, and can 
spontaneously adjust each one of them. 
While this may not totally solve the “camp- 
ing” issue (for unique spawns), it endeavors 
to eliminate instances of general kill-steal- 
ing, minimizing things like “That's my gnoll”” 


“No, mine’ “No, mine.” “No! MINE!” since 
there should be enough to go around. 

The guild system is the most sophisticat- 
ed one around, at least at this writing, 
relieving guildmasters’ stress a hundred- 
fold. There'll be pre-determined housing 
lots that should eliminate the U/tima Online 
real estate nightmare; a spectacular array 
of item components allowing for armor and 
weapon personalization and more variety in 
crafting; on-the-fly high-level content gen- 
eration that is a reactor to the players’ pro- 
gression. All in all, the plan is to make a 
dynamic persistent world that reacts com- 
pletely to the collective players’ actions— 
the goal of Asheron's Call 2 and most post- 
first-generation MMOs. Snow worked with 
Turbine on AC2, but saw a lot of his ideas 
die on the vine. “We're going to be the 
game that let’s player go out and change 
the world.” —Cindy Yans 
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Pirates of the 
Caribbean 


DEVELOPER Akella * PUBLISHER Bethesda 
Softworks * RELEASE DATE Summer 2003 


AMOVIES AND MONEY make for strange 
bedfellows. Akella, the Russian developer 
responsible for the great looking Sea Dogs 
and the equally attractive and devilishly 
complex Age of Sail //, isn’t necessarily the 
company you would think of as a partner 
for Disney's computer game division. But 
along with Bethesda Softworks, they're 
exactly the folks who will be bringing you 
the Pirates of the Caribbean game to go 
along with Disney's big-budget movie of 
the same name. 

Actually, it's not that surprising. The 
game started life as Sea Dogs //, slated to 
be a serious action role-playing title set in 
the 17th century Spanish Main and chock 
full of non-licensed piracy. The transition 
from a heavy-duty PC title to a dual-plat- 
form movie tie-in hasn't seemed to derail 
the team much, either. The interface and 
controls make good use of both gamepad 
and mouse/keyboard, depending on which 
you're using, and the visuals live up to the 
high bar Xbox gamers should expect, and 
PC gamers already demand. There are a 
minimum of controls, and a minimalist 
interface; what you see on the screen is 
generally more pirate-centric than PC 
interface related, and it’s very simple to sail 
your ship (a big part of the game) in third 
person, either on the 2D map or the very 
spectacular 3D oceanscapes. 

You play as Nathaniel Hawk, and do 
what any self-respecting pirate does. You 
visit islands, purchase a ship, buy supplies 
and a crew, and either set sail for greener, 
er, bluer pastures, er, waves, or explore the 
island outside of the well-protected town. 
You can relieve merchants of their fat purs- 
es, or circumvent enemies’ efforts to 
ambush you. Your ability to succeed at 
either endeavor will depend on your 
strength and inventory. As you might 
expect, the biggest and most powerful 
ships, and hence the biggest and most 
rewarding quests, require you to advance 
in stature beyond your piddling origins. It 
may not quite be the Pirates! remake that 
skull and crossbones fans have been pin- 
ing for, but there is the possibility that it’ll 
shiver your timbers anyway. -Cindy Yans 
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[above] PIRATES OF THE CARIBBEAN: The 

cutscenes are stunning. [upper right] Plenty of 
role-playing elements to tweak and twiddle with. 
[right] Sunrise, sunset, and a parrot on the roof. 


Star Trek Elite 
Force II 


DEVELOPER Ritual Entertainment 
PUBLISHER Activision 
RELEASE DATE Summer 2003 


WITH TOP-NOTCH Star Trek games more 
rare than deodorant at a Trekkie conven- 
tion (apologies to those who shower daily), 
Raven Software's FE/ite Force was a breath 
of fresh air. Short and punchy, the first-per- 
son shooter took the niche-within-a-niche 
Trek property Voyager and turned it into a 
pretty solid frag fest. Three years and one 
expansion pack later, a sequel is on the 
scanners, this time from Ritual 
Entertainment. Elite Force // once again 
features the Hazard Team lead by 
Alexander Munro, a rather more combat- 
oriented variation on the typical Federation 
away team. Instead of calmly reasoning 
with alien life forms, the Hazard Team just 
vaporizes them. 

Usually. One aspect of the new game 
that may add some depth to the original’s 
linear shooter gameplay is the increased 
use of the Tricorder, that ubiquitous and 
mysterious Star Jrek device that seems to 
do everything from analyzing xenomorphs 
to mixing martinis. Here, you'll often face 
things that can’t be blown up or perforated. 
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You can “modulate” some 
controls simply by “firing” 
the Tricorder at them. 
Others require more dexter- 
ous manipulations. In one 
type of puzzle you have to 
match two waveforms by 
modulating amplitude, fre- 
quency, and period. In 
another, you have to con- 
nect a circuit in a manner 
reminiscent of the System 
Shock games. 

Still, the game’s 11 mis- 
sions, 12 environments, and 
70 levels are mostly about 
boldly going where no one 
has gone before, and blow- 
ing up what you find. The 
weapons include the usual 
Trek suspects like phasers 
and compression rifles, plus 
some new toys from the 
Romulans, Klingons, and 
various other alien types. In 
an early version of the 
game, it’s apparent that the 
Quake /// engine makes for blazingly fast 
frame rates as well as attractive visuals. 
You won't mistake it for Unreal // in the 
looks department, though. Combat retains 
the feel of the first E/ite Force, which is 
either good or bad depending on how okay 
you are with slower-than-light-speed pro- 
jectiles, and a near total absence of viscer- 
al feedback. It is all consistent with the 
source material, though, and quite attrac- 
tive to look at in action. -Cindy Yans 


One Must Fall: 
Battlegrounds 


DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Diversions 
Entertainment * RELEASE DATE July 2003 


IN 1994, Epic MegaGames (before it lost its 
“mega’) released the 2D fighting game, One 
Must Fall: 2097, and Battlegrounds is sort of 
a follow-up—OK, a very late follow-up. Rob 
Elam, the original game’s designer and pro- 
grammer, is now with Diversions 
Entertainment, which earlier this year pro- 
vided a hands-on multiplayer demo of the 
new title. Now in 3D, and even at that stage, 
it was quite polished and a real hoot to play. 
The game offers 50 or so pilots with 
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[above] ELITE FORCE II: Bringing the bad-boy Borg back to 
battle. [right] It’s a law: every Quake engine game has to 
have jets of fire. [below] After returning from exile, your 
reward is a teaching job at the Academy. 


special skills and nifty biographies and 
portraits, and after you choose your man 
(or woman), you figure out which of the 
huge mechs (UJaguar, Force, Pyros, Mantis, 
Chronos, Gargoyle, Katana, or Warlord) will 
work best for your character, depending 
upon its complementary skills, and your 
knowledge of the opponents. Although the 
single-player game was operable, its Al 
was not quite in place, so although we got 
a feel for the units, winning in any arena 
was not a problem. Against Real 
Intelligence, however, it was a very diverse 
and exciting challenge. 

Probably the thing that most players will 
find surprising is that the controls are so 
simple and so intuitive that it takes almost 
no time to master them, which lets you 


dive immediately into combat. The real 
Skills will lie in knowing which pilot/bot 
pair to choose, mastering the strategies of 
using its strengths and abilities, and figur- 
ing out how to use the arenas to your 
advantage. The arenas are large, good- 
looking maps that have odd levels, struc- 
tures, beams, and walkways, and “hot 
spots’ that give you some pretty amazing 
(temporary) powers. Not that the mech’s 
inherent powers aren't cool enough— 
there’s acid spitting, concussions blast, 
multicannon attack, breathing clouds of 
spiders, super fire-spin, clobbering with an 
immense virtual mega-hammer-—all sorts of 
weird stuff. 

If the Al works out well, and balancing 
doesn't leave you with just a few no-brain- 
er super-characters, maybe it'll be an 
online fighting game that finally doesn’t 
suck. Even now, it feels like you're smack 
in the middle of a superhero cartoon with 
all the frills. -CY 
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Always Evolving. Constantly Growing. An online wordt at grows richer and more vibrant each day. 
Dark Age of Gamelot guickly Decame the most critically atclaited MMORPG of the year and has continued 
thequest to reign supreme over the lands. Since then, adventurers in our lands have seen the addition of 
hundreds of new monsters ravaging, scores of new quests to complete, have discovered ways to create magical 
items and epic new areas, fraught with perils and rewards, to explore. Last winter saw the release of the first expansion 
pack, Shrouded Isles, revealing three new continents, three new races, six new classes, and a graphic engine that made 


Dark Age of Camelot the envy of its competitors. Now we’re introducing the most robust player housing found in any 


MMORPG. If you haven't visited our world before, it is time to discover the magic of our Realms; 
if you are someone whose absence from Camelot has been sorely missed, it is time to come home 
again, to the challenge, danger and enchantment of the Dark Age of Camelot. 


Violence 


INTERNET CONNECTION AND 5 
- www.darkageofcamelot.com — Lwetowtowncreesrcounco} = BLUNT 
Copyright © 2003 Mythic Entertainment, Inc. All rights reserved. Mythic Entertainment, the Mythic Entertainment logo, “Dark Age of Camelot”, the Dark Age of Camelot logo, and stylized Celtic knot are trademarks of Mythic Entertainment, Inc 
Abandon Entertainment and the Abandon Entertainment logo are trademarks of Abandon Entertainment, Inc. All other trademarks property of their respective owners. 
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Age of Wonders 
shadow Magic 


DEVELOPER Triumph Studios * PUBLISHER 
Gathering * RELEASE DATE Fall 2003 


THOUGH MANY ARE still waiting for the 
official Master of Magic reprise, Triumph 
Studios’ Age of Wonders series have carved 
out a solid niche for themselves with their 
detailed tactical combat, slick graphics, and 
deep and varied gameplay. The upcoming 
third title, Shadow Magic, is a stand-alone 
product rather than a sequel, it combines a 
raft of new features with the return of some 
classic elements from the first title. 
Following the predictable folly of the 
Order of Wizards, who selfishly drew upon 
magical forces for their own desires, Bad 
Things began to happen as ancient evils 
were drawn to the world. As magic ran 
roughshod over the land, the Emperor 
Phobius took power, vowing to rid the 
world of magic and the magicians who had 
unleashed such terror upon the citizenry. 
Shadow Demons stalk the night, and the 
remaining great wizards scheme and bar- 
gain for their skins. All of this follows the 
events in Age of Wonders //, after Merlin 
(that was you) did all of that good work. For 
naught, apparently, as otherwise there'd be 
no reason for the five episode 16 scenario 
campaign that highlights Shadow Magic—or 
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‘ 1 AG : E OF WONDERS: Hydras and lizard men at the Coliseum—tonight 
[upper right] Expect the usual slew of building and unit ae for your 
elle [right] ie en Word | is eerie but colorful. 


for the three new races, 
including the Nomads, 
Syrons and the Shadow 
Demons. The 12 basic 
empires from the earlier 
games are back, with 
enhancements; each gets a unique city 
upgrade and a new unit, and the Al is 
improved for all across the board. 

You'll be able to create your own magic 
items at your Wizard Tower’s Forge, blast 
your foes with new spells, and a very wel- 
come inclusion is the random mission gen- 
erator. Left out of the second game for var- 
ious reasons, the ability to generate end- 
less solo and multiplayer scenarios is sure 
to extend the life of the game beyond the 
main campaign and additional 16 scenar- 
ios. Toss in what they call an improved 
interface, an Al that throws in the towel 
when overmatched in tactical battles (no 
more hunting down that last critter), and 
the full spectrum of the series’ usual 
attractions, and you could be looking at 
another magical success. -Cindy Yans 


Call of Duty 


DEVELOPER Infinity Ward * PUBLISHER 
Activision * RELEASE DATE Fall 2003 


THE WORLD OF 3D shooters is getting 
more and more confusing with the intro- 


duction of Activision’s Cal/ of Duty, or “the 
game most likely to be confused with 
Medal of Honor and Men of Valor’ The first 
game is a WWIl-based 3D shooter in the 
vein of Medal of Honor—in fact, Activision 
boasts of its developer featuring over 20 
members of the team that created 
Electronic Arts’ superb shooter. But Ca// of 
Duty is not just a game, it’s the launch of 
an entire brand created to allow players to, 
according to the press release, “experience 
the dramatic intensity of war through the 
eyes of common soldiers” (who happen to 
be crack shots and are able to sustain 
incredible amounts of damage). Expect 
future shooters for both the PC and con- 
soles, all “set on the battlefields of the 20th 
century's most monumental conflicts,” with 
subsequent ones featuring subtitles like 
“Call of Duty: Vietnam,” or “Call of Duty: 
Men of Valor with Medals of Honor.” 

All joking and hype aside, the demon- 
stration of the first Ca// of Duty games was 
intense. Exhausting, even. “[Ca// of Duty] is 
about gritty realism and the intensity of 
war, says Vince Zampella, Chief Creative 
Officer of Infinity Ward, and while the real- 
ism is debatable, the intensity is not. Think 


of an even longer, more sustained, and 
considerably more intense combat 
sequence than the infamous Normandy 
landing in Medal of Honor. With tracer fire 
shooting off into the air in the distance (a 
terrific effect), and the sound of bullets 
ringing throughout the room—possibly the 
most bullets ever fired in a 15-minute 
demo—he shows off a good looking Quake 
///-engined game that features many of the 
animation, scripting, and Al enhancements 
brought over from Return to Castle 
Wolfenstein. As with Medal of Honor, it all 
looks very scripted and dramatic, with the 
player part of a squad behind enemy lines. 
While a lot of the action appears to hinge 
on player actions—one soldier yells out, 
“We need to flank them,” and after you 
take out the soldiers, your fellow soldiers 
can pass a certain point—the overall effect 


[right] CALL OF DUTY: You often find yourself 
fighting alongside your fellow soldiers. [below] 
Few games have properly modeled the defensive 
possibilities of the dead cow. 
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is a bit like Battlefield 1942, which doesn’t 
sound half bad. And if the rest of the game 
lives up to the demonstration, it probably 
won't be half bad either. —Steve Bauman 
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DEVELOPER Gray Matter Studios 
PUBLISHER Activision * RELEASE DATE 2004 


FUTURISTIC CYBERPUNK setting? Check. 
Bio-enhanced characters? Check. The abil- 
ity to slow down time? Check. “Deus 
Payne,” perhaps? Nope, it’s /rinity, a first- 
person Quake ///-powered 3D action game 
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from Return to 
Castle 
Wolfenstein 
developer Gray 
Matter Studios. Set in a quarantined New 
Orleans circa 2013, you play the 
“Nightstalker” as you try to uncover the 
source of a virus as well as discover who 
you are, and why you're able to do things 
like invoke “Flash Time,” which is not to be 
confused with “Bullet Time(tm).” In that 
mode, everything slows down and you can 
perform special moves (which are probably 
less visually effective in first-person as 
opposed to third-person). 

Despite being able to alter your char- 
acter with implants, Drew Markham, the 
Creative Director of Gray Matter, says 
there are no real role-playing elements in 
the game; however, there are some limi- 


- 


[top] The gritty future, which looks a bit like Wolfenstein with modern 
cops. [above] The “Flash Time” effect looks kind of cool—still 
don’t really do it justice; [left] Some of the implants give you advanced 
targeting, but don’t think this is some Deus Ex-style RPG hybrid. 


ots 


tations that should provide some interest- 
ing player decisions. “You can’t carry 100 
pounds of weapons in your skintight out- 
fit,” he says. Instead, you'll have five 
hardpoints for weapons. So instead of 
having every gun, you'll be able to carry 
that grenade launcher or the heavy 
machine gun. 

You're able to bio-augment your charac- 
ter, so in addition to “Flash Time,” you'll be 
able to do things like detecting and auto- 
targeting the enemy, or finding structural 
weaknesses in buildings or walls. 

“We're creating a unique and compelling 
world,” says Markham, who previously 
worked on games as disparate as Redneck 
Rampage and Kingpin. Does Trinity repre- 
sent the unholy union of those games with 
Wolfenstein? You won't find out until next 
year. -SB 


Microsoft Flight 
simulator: Century 


of Flight 


DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Microsoft 
RELEASE DATE July 2003 


WHERE DOES THE flight simulator go that 
has practically everything? Backwards. 
Marking the 100th anniversary of the 
Wright brothers’ flight at Kitty Hawk, 
Microsoft's latest iteration in the Fight 
Simulator series will celebrate the history of 
flight by including several 
vintage planes. “We want 
to give everyone who's 
interested in those air- 
planes a chance to get 
into them and see what 
it’s like to fly the Wright 
flyer, the Spirit of St. Louis, 
the Curtis Jenny,” says 
Microsoft's Bruce 
Williams, “You get to climb 
into those airplanes and, 
on some level, communi- 
cate with those pilots.’ 
The sim will include a 
series of articles from Flying columnist Lane 
Wallace, whose articles are notable for 
being jargon-free reviews of the experience 
of flight. These will be folded into a new 
unified help system in which all the supple- 
mental materials are in one place, easily 
accessible from within the game and inter- 
linked with hypertext (the previous itera- 
tions had information strewn among the 
manual, online, and in Acrobat files). This is 
one of the ways Microsoft hopes to make 
the game more accessible to new players. 
The idea is to engage people whose 
Curiosity is piqued by the centennial cele- 
brations. “We want them to quickly be able 
to do fun things,” says Martha King. “To 
get the some satisfaction very fast,” adds 
her husband, John. The Kings’ flying lesson 
tutorials, a trademark of the series, will be 
fleshed out to familiarize players with the 
different airplanes and to give players more 
feedback if they fail. The improved air traf- 
fic control system will be more responsive 
to different situations and will be logged so 
you can keep track of who said what to 
whom when. 
Also new and improved is the weather 


system, which can be dynamically updated 
with real world data every 15 minutes if 
you have an active internet connection. 
Conditions are now modeled locally rather 
than applying one condition globally; now 
you can see thunderstorms in the distance. 
The new weather model dynamically gen- 
erates clouds based on factors like temper- 
ature, wind, and dew point, building clouds 
from a center and dissipating them from 
the edges, all according to ten different 
types of cloud formations. When combined 
with over a dozen different lighting condi- 
tions based on time of day and weather, 
the skies in Microsoft's Flight Simulator 
have never looked so grand. —/om Chick 
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Commandos 3: 
Destination Berlin 


DEVELOPER Pyro Studios * PUBLISHER 
Eidos * RELEASE DATE Fall 2003 


THE COMMANDOS LINE of games has a 
strong following in Europe, where its blend 


of real-time micromanagement and over- 
the-top caricature of WWII combat seems 
to strike a responsive chord. Reception in 
the US has been positive, but bit more 
reserved. The first game was brutally hard, 
and the second only marginally less so. 
This year will see Commandos 3, the (sup- 
posedly) final installment in the series, 
which is trying for more action and varia- 
tion, and less linearity. 

Even though Pyro Studios promised this 
last time around, they are still trying to 
make the game more accessible to non- 
hardcore fans. They're making the learning 
curve much less steep, avoiding the “into 
the fire” approach from Commandos 2 
where, unless you were a seasoned player, 
your first mission may have well been your 
last. There will also be a wider mix of mis- 
sion types, from stealthy sneaking to full- 
fledged firefights, demolition missions, and 
ambushes. Combined with better tutorials, 
a Cleaner interface, and the series’ usual 
high standard of graphical excellence, the 
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hope is that the game will appeal to new 
and old fans alike. 

There will be around 20 missions across 
three campaigns that include Stalingrad, 
Central Europe, and Normandy, and given 
the subtitle, Berlin itself. Only 20% of these 
will feature the traditional Commandos- 
style gameplay; the rest will require very 
different tactics. They've revamped about 
two-thirds of the graphics engine in the 
name of “stuff” There should now be more 
stuff on screen, and certainly more explo- 
sive stuff. 

Also new are a lot of the enemies’ artifi- 
cial intelligence routines. That improvement 
should come in handy, given the diversity 
of gameplay styles that Pyro is shooting for. 
From Band of Brothers-style firefights to 
Where Eagles Dare skullduggery, 
Commandos 3 appears to be continuing 
the series’ tradition of mining movies and 
lore for its inspirations—which could make 
for some pretty intense Hollywood-style 
heroics come this fall. -Cindy Yans 


F1 Career Challenge 
99-02 


DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER EA Sports 
RELEASE DATE June 2003 
F1 CAREER CHALLENGE ’99-‘02 is the lat- 
est EA Formula One racing game, and like 
its predecessors, it throws you into the 
world of international championship motor 
racing. You'll notice that instead of a single 


“ CURRENT: 00:15.752 
“, J. BUTTON:-00:00.043 
A. FRENTZEN:+00:00.28 


VACUA, , 
inane” 


mt 
4 


[above] COMMANDOS 3: A squad of Germans 
runs down the stairs on patrol. Look for super- 
detailed European terrain throughout the game. 
[inset] Extreme graphical detail is a hallmark of 
this series— note the collapsed parachutes and 
excellent winter weather. 


year the game sports a series of four years 
after the name. That’s intentional, as the 
focus of the game is not just one race, or 
even one racing season, but your progres- 
sion over a four year span of asphalt, car- 
bon fiber, and high-tech telemetry-fueled 
racing. About all that’s not included are the 
contract disputes, name-calling, and temper 


Sia ee CI 12 


ao =" 


ITALY, MONZA 


Cure oe 
sevogis 
voor @ 
ae. On 
© eon 
mid 


aight 


tantrums that owners and drivers routinely 
throw, but perhaps that’s all for the better. 

What you do get is pretty substantial. As 
an Officially licensed and endorsed product, 
you get the full spectrum of courses, teams, 
and drivers you'd expect from watching 
Formula One on TV or following it in the 
trade press. Want to be Michael 
Schumacher and ride the prancing horse 
from Maranello to victory lane? You can do 
it. Think it’s time for Mclaren to reclaim the 
checkered flag? Go for it. The cars look 
great, as you'd expect, as do the tracks, 
from Monza to Hockenheim. Naturally, the 
hotter your PC the more detail you can 
crank up, but the game analyzes your 
hardware well and seems to pick a happy 
medium between looks and performance. 

EA is promising that the game will 
reflect all the events of the 1999-2002 sea- 
sons, from driver changes to technical 
adjustments, and you'll have personalized 
engineering advice from your crew as well 
as advanced telemetry during the race. 
And multiplayer matches, which the game 
also supports, are always a good bet for 
fender bending action—even when there 
are no fenders. -CY 


[left] F1 CAREER CHALLENGE: Close-quar- _ 
ters racing in open-wheeled cars is not for — 
the faint of heart. [inset] You can get a bril- 
liant summary of the recommended gears 


and speeds for the track you’re racing. 
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Watch Nexagon Deathmatch, a gladiator arena set in the 44th Century, where 
convicts have squads who fight for their freedom in a completely destructible 


3D environment for the entertainment of billions of viewers. 
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Breed 


DEVELOPER Brat Designs * PUBLISHER CDV 
RELEASE DATE Fall 2003 


“THIS TIME, remember to hit the goddamn 
target!” shouts the grunt trainer in the tuto- 
rial of CDV’s squad-based first-person- 
shooter, Breed. So you start again with the 
10 second time limit allotted to take down 
half the population of Hong Kong. Okay, 
that’s an exaggeration, but nonetheless, in 
the early version of the game used for 
demonstration purposes, it’s pretty unfor- 
giving. “You're too slow! In the land of idio- 
cy you would be king!” The insults fly until 
you think to yourself, “This time, remember 
to hit the goddamn instructor” He’s in god- 
mode, though. Drat. 

At first glance, you might say that Breed 
looks a whole lot like Ha/o. While on the 
surface the similarities are undeniable, 
once you get into the gameplay mechanics, 
you'll see that they are really quite differ- 
ent. While CDV and developer Brat 
“Bringing More Than Coals to Newcastle” 
Designs are considering a port to the Xbox 
for this title, it'll be a port in the opposite 
direction. It feels more as though it draws 
its influences from Quake, Delta Force, and 
Battlefield 1942. 

It is the year 2600, where life on other 
planets is more of a reality than a supposi- 
tion. Martian colonies have been attacked 
and the USC Darwin and other defense 
entities, have rushed out to Mars to help 
put out the flames. This was a clever ploy, 
however, by a peculiar alien race (the 
Breed) to draw away the Earth’s defenses 
so that they might lay claim to it in an all- 
Earth’s-base-are-belong-to-us extravagan- 
za. The Darwin touches down and makes 
contact, discovers the infestation and 
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[left] The red arrows on your HUD indicate that there’s an enemy right in front of you. Well, duh; 
You can ride in the dropship, or operate one of the uberguns. 


christens them “tin-heads.” Every conflict 
needs a pejorative racial epithet to call its 
own, right? 

Built on the proprietary Mercury Engine, 
which has been undergoing development 
concurrently with the game, Breed enjoys 
some pretty spectacular large-scale out- 
door maps, which are the engine’s forte. 
Even in the early version, this is an 
extraordinarily beautiful game with real- 
time cinematics, fabulous explosions, 
specular highlights, deformable trees and 
other elements (many things are not 
deformable, though—they had to put some 
sort of cap on “busy-ness”), multi-textur- 
ing, soft shadowing, reflection mapping, 
and more. 

Your team consists of four types of 
characters, and since this is a squad- 
based shooter, you're not really you. 
You're actually “them”—the Sniper, the 
Heavy Gunner, the Medic, and the 
Engineer, and you may switch control 
amongst them at any time and issue them 
simple orders. “If there are enemies,” says 
Producer Sven Schmidt, “your squad will 
engage unless you have activated a cease 
fire... While they can take care of them- 
selves, ultimately it’s you who are respon- 
sible for them. A very special thing is that 
you may not see the enemies but if you 


don't, your squad tells you from which 
direction they come.” You hear a whole lot 
of shouting of choice phrases like “Come 
on, you bastard!” and a large red arrow- 
like symbol appears in your HUD, indicat- 
ing that a colleague has pointed out a 
nearby enemy. 

The terrains are extremely detailed, and 
you will be able to use them to give your- 
self a tactical advantage. There are rocks 
you can hide behind, or ledges you can 
take cover under, and you can make your 
way down into the hills’ crevices to avoid 
flying debris. 

Unlike in Halo, there are several ways 
to complete a mission, and while the 
game provides waypoints to your next 
goal, you can decide exactly how to reach 
them. (In an early mission, one path had 
a proliferation of metallic enemies, and 
the other a huge number of land mines. 
It's your choice: the rock, or the hard 
place.) There are plenty of vehicles and 
weapons for both sides, and if you 
destroy the inhabitants of a vehicle, you 
can jump into and use it with the ease of 
Battlefield 1942. You can use weapons 
from both sides as well, but can carry 
only one heavy weapon at any given time. 
While engineers and snipers can use 
heavy artillery, they will be less adept 


[clockwise from above] The proprietary engine 
produces some spectacular lighting effects; The 
insectoid Breed come in many shapes and 
sizes... and their hope is to mutate humanity; 
You can switch control between units, and the 
Al will jump in to provide backup. _ 


with it than the Gunner, as he would as I hes 
well with a sniper rifle. , : 

Breed will have a sandbox mode, a co- 
op mode for all missions, and all the usual 
multiplayer-game variants as well as quite 
a number of “assault maps” These are spe- 
cialized goal-oriented games. “Yes, you 
have a basic objective, but how you 
achieve it is your problem,” says Schmidt. 
“Setting up assault map is a lot of work 
because you have to invent a setting, 
maybe 2 motherships, then you can add 
asteroids or satellites attacking you and 
stuff like this, and you also have the map 
on the ground which has to be planned 
and filled as well.” After the game ships 
they hope to produce a variety of new 
maps as well as a scenario editor. 

This is CDV’s first shooter ever—German 
companies are less likely to produce vio- 
lent games. But hey, here you're just shoot- 
ing robotic insects, and later on, brains. 
And after all, brains don't bleed. They just 
splatter. Gorgeously. No problem. 

—Cindy Yans 


ASSAULT RIFLE 
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World of WarCraft 


DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Blizzard 
Entertainment RELEASE DATE 2004 


BLIZZARD ENTERTAINMENT’S vast 
amount of WarCraft lore bespeaks its cre- 
ators ongoing dedication to breathing 
continuing life into its lands of orcs, elves, 
humans, dwarves, and sorcerers. In the 
upcoming massively multiplayer role-play- 
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ing game World of WarCraft, you'll finally 
have the chance to actually enter the 
world of Azeroth, rather than merely con- 
trolling its puppets. The company’s first 
foray into the waters that EverQuest, Dark 
Age of Camelot, and Ultima Online call 
home carries with it the weight of gigantic 
expectations, and why not? After raising 
mega-hits like the Craft sisters War and 
Star, and their little brothers Diablos / and 
//, people just assume anything Blizzard 


makes is going to be a smash. And annoy- 
ingly enough for critics and curmudgeons, 
nothing so far seems to augur otherwise 
for its latest effort. 

“| think the idea of playing as a WarCraft 
unit in World of WarCraft is a natural pro- 
gression, says producer Mark Kern. He 
hopes that “memories and nostalgia” will 
drive Blizzard’s traditional fans to try the 
game, while everyone else will simply be 
blown away by the rich, fully realized 


WarCraft universe and smooth gameplay. 
“Smooth” is the operative word, too. Like 
virtually all of Blizzard’s other games, World 
of WarCraft isn’t so much breaking new 
ground as it is giving that ground a first- 
class landscaping makeover. Kern 
describes playing the game as “deep, 
immersive, and user-friendly,” and perhaps 
a key to these three qualities is the inter- 
face. “We tend to think of our interface as 
a means of streamlining the traditional 


MMORPG interface,” Kern says, alluding to 
the Byzantine intricacies of controlling cur- 
rent online role-playing games. “We hope 
that the game's new fully customizable 
interface will appeal to veteran MMORPG 
players” instead of alienating them. After 
all, they're now used to the arduous learn- 
ing curve of existing games. 

So while you'll get the same basic ele- 
ments—levels, skills, magic items, parties, 
NPCs, monsters, player vs. player and play- 
er vs. monster combat—it’s the packaging 
and presentation that should be unique. 
Blizzard hopes that this will keep you and 
your charge card coming back for more. So 
far, according to Kern, they're on track. 
Alpha testing within Blizzard has shown 
that even people who wouldn’t know a 
Night Elf from a drunken Dwarf are getting 
hooked. “[During testing], we quickly 
found that many people in the company 
who had not previously enjoyed 
MMORPGs were logging in hours and 
hours in World of WarCraft,” says Kern, who 
also notes that even spouses and signifi- 
cant others who had previously shown little 
inclination to play any games at all were 
becoming addicted. 

Even with Blizzard’s magic touch, 
though, there are still many pitfalls in mas- 
sively multiplayer game design—pitfalls that 
have undone many a talented design team. 


Kern is open about how 
the World of WarCraft 
team is watching how 
other games do their 
thing. “Each game seems 
to have its own 
strengths,” he admits. 
“Some are really good 
PvE [player versus envi- 
ronment] games, while 
others excel at PvP [play- 
er versus player]. We've 
always strived to combine 
the best elements and 
still add something new.” 
Naturally, two of the things he says will not 
weigh the game down are the leveling 
treadmill and excessive downtime. Diablo, 
not EverQuest, is the model in that respect. 
Of course, mentioning Diablo immediately 
conjures up the demons of Battle.net, 
Blizzard’s free online game service, where 
hacking and cheating have been a con- 
stant thorn in the side of the company par- 
ticularly with the Diablo games. According 
to Kern, though, the situation with World of 
WarCraft will be as different as a Footman 
is from a Skeleton. “Having a full-time live 
development team is going to be very help- 
ful in combating cheats and hacks on a 
daily basis,” he says, and he also promises 
a staff of GMs to provide “constant” moni- 
toring. And if all else fails, Blizzard is not 
above dropping the (war)hammer on 
offenders’ accounts. “We feel that most 
players aren't going to want to risk those 
accounts lightly in an environment where 
GMs as well as other players are on hand 
to ensure fair play.’ 

So from the jagged snowy peaks of Dun 
Morogh, to the shores of Tripoli, it’s “Yet 
Another Online RPG,” but then again, it’s a 
Blizzard online RPG. And when Blizzard 
says that something will be, more or less, 
all things to all players, its track record 
pretty much entitles it to the benefit of the 
doubt. -Cindy Yans 
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Anarchy Online: 
shadowlands 


DEVELOPER Funcom * PUBLISHER Funcom 
RELEASE DATE Summer 2003 


“WE'RE MAKING IT somewhat linear and 
staged,” says Funcom’s Jorgen Tharaldsen 
of the company’s upcoming expansion for 
Anarchy Online. Linear? Staged? Isn't this 
a massively multiplayer online role-playing 
game he's talking about? “We've seen 
people get so many choices they don't 
Know what to do,” he explains. “What 
we're going to do now is stage some of 
the gameplay.” 

Funcom’s new approach in Shadowlands 
is an effort to make the expansion feel dif- 


ferent from the main game, which will 
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remain as nonlinear and open as it’s 
always been. But the world of Shadowlands 
will be like a separate game set in an alter- 
nate dimension. The Shadowlands are a 
long strip of land, like Japan, with none of 
the traveling shortcuts you use to move 
around Rubi-Ka, Anarchy Online’s main 
game world. Instead, you will journey the 
length of these lands by progressively 
unlocking new regions by completing 
scripted quests. You starting at the bottom 
in the lush greenery of Nasence, moving 
up through the cliffs of Sheol, on to the 
waters of Adonis, and eventually all the 
way to the strange formations in 
Pandemonium. As you progress, you'll 
unlock elements of the backstory written 
by Ragnar Tornquist, the Funcom developer 
who created /he Longest Journey. 


The playing fields will have a territorial 


control subgame for players interested In 
fighting other factions. As on Rubi-Ka, 
everyone is aligned with a larger faction. 
You can lay claim to territory by building 
towers. If your faction controls an unbro- 
ken chain of locations and manages to 
control a temple (a complicated process 
that requires cooperation from different 
character classes), you'll have access to 
special bonuses that make you more pow- 
erful. Funcom hopes this will lend player 
vs. player combat a more strategic element. 

Each playing field will have “Brink” eat- 
ing away at its edges, which is where high- 
er-level monsters emerge; the farther you 
move from the center, the more of a chal- 
lenge you'll meet. This means every area 
offers opportunities for all levels. Players 
will level their characters according to 
“shadow levels”, which are independent of 
any levels they may earn in Rubi-Ka. 
Characters can move back and forth, but 
equipment that works well in Rubi-Ka 
might not work well in the Shadowlands. 
And vice versa. “We want to force players 
to adapt,” says Tharaldsen. 

Funcom is also trying to tweak the char- 
acter advancement so higher level charac- 
ters are more distinct from each other. 
They'll give each class unique attacks, 
called perks, that can be combined with 
other classes’ perks for more powerful 
effects. They'll also give classes branching 
choices as they level. There will be unique 
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new equipment for specific 
classes. As classes go up 
in shadow levels, they can 
transform into powerful 
angelic or demonic forms 
called shadow breeds. Two 
new classes to be added 
in Shadowlands are the 
shade, a vampiric close- 
combat fighter, and the 
keeper, a holy guy who pro- 
vides his party with beneficial auras. 

“We consider this a relaunch,” 
Tharaldsen says, noting how far Funcom 
has come since the game's infamous 
launch two years ago. “Back then, our 
servers had 12,000 crashes in the first 
three days. In the last few days, | think we 
had one crash yesterday. Hopefully, 
Shadowlands will replace any bad launch 
memories.” —/om Chick 


War! Age of 
Imperialsm 


PUBLISHER Eagle Games * DEVELOPER 
Donohoe Digital * RELEASE DATE Fall 2003 
EAGLE GAMES, the company that trans- 


ferred Sid Meier's Civilization from the 
small screen to the big-board-in-a-box 


(and is doing the same for Age of 
Mythology), is collaborating with Donohoe 
Digital to go the opposite route with its 
board game War! Age of Imperialism. This 
is a game of empire building, exploration, 
economic expansion, technological 
advancement, and diplomacy in the Age of 
Imperialism. You will rule one of the great 
powers of the era as you attempt to estab- 
lish an empire. 

Donohoe’s goal is to make the comput- 
er game essentially the same as the board 
game, using the (exhaustive) advanced 
rules only. The computer's information 
handling capabilities make the complexity 
way more transparent to the player, so 
beginners should be able to jump right in, 
more or less. 

Since some people don’t have billions of 
playtime hours all at once, the multiplayer 
game will use an “asynchronous” model, 
which allows each player to perform his 
moves and purchases regardless of who is 
currently online at the current time (rather 
like a modified PBEM game). At the end of 
a turn, the next player would get notified 
via email that it is his turn. To handle items 
like battles, which typically require actual 
people, they plan on allowing you to select 
automatic defense algorithms so the com- 
puter can handle an offline-player’s battle 
decisions. And there’s no blaming the Al. 
—Cindy Yans 


Picking regions at beginning of game. Note that they’ve removed the War! banner and decora- 


tions on the original gameboard. 
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DARK AGE OF CAMELOT: HOUSING 
If you’ve been living in Midgard, Hibernia, 
or Albion, you will finally get the chance to 
come in out of the rain with this expansion 
that will allow you to buy and place several 
types of houses for yourself, you and your 
virtual mate, or your guild. [Mythic 
Entertainment] 


STOKED RIDER 

Snowboarding action with ace boarder 
Tommy Brunner and spiffy cell-shaded 
graphics is coming your way from Bongfish 
(heheh...we said bong). A commercial 
product that evolved from the original free- 
ware game, this title uses procedurally 
generated mountain terrain and sports an 
extensive free riding experience. [Bongfish] 


ACES OF WWI 

Think Red Baron crossed with Crimson 
Skies, maybe. This “flying sim adventure” 
offers up WWI atmosphere, 30 period air- 
craft, and a mix of straight up action and 
scripted missions. Billed as a kinder, gen- 
tler sim with arcade-like controls, it prom- 
ises cutting edge graphics and loads of 
splashy effects. [City Interactive] 
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Lord of the Rings: 
War of the Ring 


DEVELOPER Liquid Entertainment 
PUBLISHER Vivendi Universal 
RELEASE DATE Fall 2004 


VIVENDI UNIVERSAL upcoming plethora 
of games based on the works of J.R.R. 
Tolkien includes a third-person Bilbo- 
shooter called, appropriately, 7he Hobbit, as 
well as /he /reason of /sengard, in which 
you play a variety of Lord of the Rings char- 
acters, including a biteless Gollum. But the 
one PC elites will find most interesting is 
the real-time strategy game we all knew 
had to happen, War of the Ring. \t features 
a fecund, slightly surreal 
look enhanced by rustling 
leaves, blades of grass 
you Can trample, and lively 
splashes when a well- 
placed arrow knocks an 
orc three feet back into a 
stream. Think HobbitCraft, 
but in a more sylvan 
shade of green. 

War of the Ring features 
two playable factions, good 
and evil, and two resources, 
food and ore, although 
economy seems an after- 
thought. As you'd expect, 


[top to bottom] Size matters; Recapturing clas-_ 
sic literary scenes; Stabbing spiders there and 
back again. a 


the good side is top-heavy with heroes, but 
the evil side makes up for it in balrogs. The 
single-player campaign lets you play as both 
in a fairly epic storyline that begins some 
time around Sauron’s rise to power early in 
the Third Age and wraps up at Helm’s Deep. 
“We didn’t want to do the whole trilogy in 
just one game,” says Ed Del Castillo, devel- 
oper Liquid Entertainment's CEO. “We have 
over two hundred battles covering just this 
time period to choose from.’ 

Taking another cue from WarCraft ///, the 
game allows you to control heroes such as 
Legolas, Faramir, and Theoden who gain 
new skills and stats (and possibly appear- 
ance) with battle experience. Likewise your 
lesser troops, which range from Riders of 
Rohan and Dwarvish Axmen to warg riders, 
giant spiders, and really giant balrogs. The 
trick, according to Del Castillo, is maintain- 
ing game balance while being true to 
Tolkien's vision. Handling superpowerful 
characters such as Gandalf is tricky (he 
has a lightning spell, used once during the 
trilogy in a mostly offscreen battle), and 
eagle lords and evil hobbits are persona 
non grata, although noted Tolkien fanatics 
may be quick to assert substantial prece- 
dent for hobbit-on-hobbit warfare (some- 
thing about Brandybucks and Tooks). 

In addition to the single-player cam- 
paign, War of the Ring will feature up to 
eight-player multiplayer support and, if all 
goes well, a map editor. -Kelly Wand 
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The Movies 


DEVELOPER Lionhead Studios * PUBLISHER 
Activision * RELEASE Date 2004 


“PETER MOLYNEUX wants to take you to 
the movies” goes the obvious quote-whore 
grab for The Movies. This upcoming game 
from Molyneux’s Lionhead studios lets you 
run a movie studio and “make the magic 
happen.” The creator of Black & White has 
said in the past that he’s curious why no 
one has done this sort of game before, but 
that ignores the existence of the superb 
Hollywood Mogul, which essentially does a 
lot of what this game is trying to do, minus 
the spiffy 3D graphics and typical 
Molyneux weirdness. 

Set anywhere from the 1920s to the 


modern era, the game lets you create 
your own stars, develop scripts, and 
design and build your studio lot. In order 
to make movies, you build sets and place 
props, and the price of these types of 
items determines the overall quality of 
your films. While shooting, you can adjust 
the parameters of a movie, such as the 
level of realism and violence, keeping in 
mind the norms of society in the era. For 
example, you don’t want to make a splat- 
terfest zombie movie in 1920, or a chaste 
modern romance in 2002 (unless it stars 
Mandy Moore). 

Keep in mind that this is a 2004 release 
so things may change, as was the case 
with Black & White. But so far, the plan 
also calls for the ability for players to e- 
mail movies to each other (they will be 
small text files, not 
actual video files), and 
be able to do their own 
voiceovers. Lionhead 
also plans on creating a 
website where people 
can upload and share 
their movie creations. 
—Steve Bauman 


On the set of your zombie 
flick. Keep the gore high 
and the sex low. Or go all 
Roger Corman on it and 
max out both. Zombie 
porn! [below] The quality 
of the sets helps determine 
the quality of the film. 


KNIGHTS OVER EUROPE 
Take to the skies over the Western Front in 
yet another WWI flight sim that’s in the 
works. With a team sporting Red Baron and 
Falcon experience, expect a serious simu- 
lation, though the company says novices 
should find plenty to like as well with the 
game’s accurate aircraft models, markings, 
and flight dynamics. [Aspect Simulations] 


“iy 


MAJESTY 2 

A sequel to one of the more interesting 
variations on real-time strategy is in the 
works. As in the original “fantasy kingdom 
simulator,” you'll presumably be running 
the kingdom the old-fashioned way, by 
decree, rather than ordering about every 


Sir Tom, Dick, and Harry in the realm. 
[Cyberlore Studios] 


KNIGHT SHIFT 

A hybrid real-time strategy/role-playing 
game, this title has an real-time strategy 
mode with three story driven campaigns in 
which you will develop characters, get new 
stuff, and build new structures. The role- 
playing mode has a larger selection of 
maps, quests, weapons, and enemies, and 
both modes offer multiplayer. [ZUXXEZ] 
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| Nothing in Black 9 looks like it’s ever been used 
| or is in disuse. [below] A gorgeous skyline only 
- makes you madder; How many four-legged spi- 
| der-bots in a dozen? 


Black 9 


DEVELOPER Taldren * PUBLISHER Majesco 
RELEASE DATE Fall 2003 


Mid 


BLACK 9, a third-person role-playing shoot- 
er, takes its cue from generations of revered 
“conspiracy” games. It takes place a few 


decades hence, features jostling factions of | with a long, sexy, and strict- wo <a ee humanity's strings, including 
sinister shadow organizations, and is laced ly ornamental tail, and then ee, a6. | Genesis, who's trying to create an 
with cyberpunk trappings painstakingly pick your “class” based on the | 2 a omniscient Al modeled after their foppish 
crafted to reward alternate methods of play. trusty paradigms of fighter, thief, or ih Ma, 1812 founder, and Zubrin, a mega-corpo- 
But unlike its genre’s forerunners (and wizard. There are starting characteris- bration hoping to save humanity through 
majority of successors), Black 9 is notable tics like strength and dexterity, skill i, n space. The other groups have intriguing 
for a lighter, carefree tone. More a product __ points to distribute among abilities like «37 names like the Tea-Drinking Society and 
of whimsical Neal Stephenson than a hacking or heavy weapons, and nano- My Private Money Darn Good Privacy, 
William Gibson, developer Taldren’s game “spells” divided into the schools of fire, though how large a role they all play 
uses the Unrea/ engine tempered by Karma __ water, air, earth, and necromancy. The remains to be seen. 
physics (which apparently has a way with majority of these sound predictable but Then there’s multiplayer. The PC version 
Cars) to portray a cyberpunk world that’s useful: camjam lets you disable security will feature multiplayer support (death- 
jaunty, crystalline, and more brightly lit cameras, ECM makes you impervious to match and capture-the-flag), using persist- 
than a bullfight. It's about shimmer rather incoming ordinance, FireFist singes people ent characters that gain skill points during 
than shadow; even the dust gleams. The when you punch them. Your weapons sessions and retain them for future use, 
attempt to present a utopian dystopia was include an electrical “blit-sword,” cross- and an “Illuminati ranking” system to dis- 
deliberate. “I didn’t want people depressed bows, flamethrowers, cluster-bombs, and tinguish the greatest from the greater. A 
the whole time,” says Taldren CEO Erik rad flux rifles. For the stealth player on the few details still hang in the air. Neither 
Bethke. “[We] have places on Mars, but go, there’s also a grappling hook and a third-person perspective nor the auto-tar- 
you get to go around and shoot people, wing pack. geting reticle seem well suited to multi- 
and that’s good fun.” Black Ys story revolves around your char- _ player, and they're still exploring the ramifi- 
You can be male or female, a hulking acter’s love-hate-confusion involvement cations of player death. “If it’s not fun,” 
genetically engineered ogre, or a svelte elf with the yes, nine Illuminati groups pulling says Bethke, “we'll take it out.” 
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Although Black 9's been incubating 
since December 2000, Taldren feverishly 
assembled forty percent of the finished 
levels from scratch over a six week period 
and looks to be on track for fall release. Its 
ambitious blend of wackypolitik, variety of 
ways to handle onrushing hordes of spi- 
der-bots, and the prettiest moon buggy 
windshields your face will ever crash 
through, may very well someday be three 
of our brightest memories of war-riddled 
AD 2003. —Kelly Wand 


IndyCar Series 


DEVELOPER Brain in a Jar * PUBLISHER 
Codemasters * RELEASE DATE Fall 2002 


EARLY LAST YEAR, the IRL went to 
Codemasters with the proposal of a fully 
licensed Indy game. It wasn't long before 
real-life drivers and racing teams were 
thrust into a game that spans every oval in 
the league’s championship. /ndyCar Series 
not only emulates the speed of Indy-style 
racing, but it raises the level of appreciation 


for the sport by showcasing its strategy. 

According to Codemasters, the courses 
are modeled with such precision that Indy 
drivers have taken notes on every berm 
and bump in the game and committed 
them to memory for use in real life. That 
also means that playing this game on the 
hardest difficulty will require you to do the 
same. The graphical detail goes way past 
lens effects and fancy textures. Cars really 
do crumble when thrown into a contact 
situation, just as they should. Of course, 
just like a real race, car-to-car contact 
should be avoided at all costs. Not only 
will that put you out of the race, but it will 
also cost your team a couple hundred 
thousand bucks. 

Perhaps the most exciting feature is the 
ability to create your own racing team, 
driver and personalized racecar. Outside of 
the Season mode there will also be Quick 
Race features, multiplayer support, and a 
mode that jumps you directly to the 
Indianapolis 500. 

With a solid presentation and a company 
known for its racing prowess behind it (par- 
ticularly with the Colin McRae series), 
IndyCar Series seems to be one 
of the more interesting race 
games on the horizon. 
—Benjamin Sawyer 


There’s a real sense of comradery in 
the IRL, look at them all sticking 
together. [below] Going three wide 
is one of the most stressful points in 
racing. You don’t see it very often. 


GUILD WARS 


If Lineage didn’t move you, maybe this will. 
A mission-based competitive role-playing 
game, with impressive looks, it’s a multi- 
player fantasy title that supports solo and 
group play as well as huge head to head 
guild battles. With no monthly fee for North 
American players, and a look and feel 
somewhere in between Diablo I/ and 
EverQuest, it promises a dynamic world 
and full community support. [NC Soft] 


+ : 


MYTHICA 


In what they’re calling a “new breed” of 
MMORPG, you are an immortal in the 
mythological world of the Norse gods and 
will attempt to hold back the Fire Giants on 
the plane of Muspellheim. You can party 
with others in public areas or, with the help 
of a “Private Realm Technology,” take on 
handcrafted, individual quests with 
destructible environments. Align yourself 
with a patron god and strive to sit at his or 
her right hand. [Microsoft] 


Your Sims will be riding the rails to happi- 
ness as you take total control of your city’s 
transportation. Put Sims in zeppelins, heli- 
copters, ferries, and new cars; and unlock 
more vehicle choices as you progress. 
Control vehicles en route to exciting disas- 
ters. You can also name streets, mountains, 
neighborhoods, and points of interest after 
yourself or your pets. [Electronic Arts] 
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With VENGEANCE, Irrational Games takes the multiplayer 
world of Tribes in an enti 


| BEFORE the day is out, Keon Levin ne mentions: ne e Old Testament Star Wars, | 
Shakespeare in Love, The Taming of the : shrew, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, a science 
fiction novel by Neal Stephenson, and i Claudius, all i in . connection wi t me 
story told in Tribes: Vengeance. Levine | is one of the co- 


: founders of Irrational 
Games [and a columnist for this magazinel, the company Vivendi Universal - 
chose to develop the third game in the franchise. He's wri ing the story. a 
Story? W /hat does t nat have to do with a | multiplayer game about i een 
spinfusors, vehicles, and skiing? 7. 


“We already know how to make multiplayer for Tribes” 


says prod lucer Chi . 
Mahnken, who's k been working on the series since > the first game. “That's some- 
thing we have down. But the obvious thing missing was a single-player game. 
Our primary concern was how to push the single-player envelope, how to take 
it where it hadn’ t been before.” ate S telling that the working ti ttle .. the thir A 
_ wasn't Tribes an, ' but Tribes: i 


The Unreal engine lets Tribes Vengeance have outdoor environments that look like this... 
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COVER STORY 


Through the Looking Glass 
Irrational was built largely from former 
employees of Looking Glass, the company 
responsible for U/tima Underworld, Thief, 
System Shock, and Terra Nova, a battle 
armor first person shooter that predated 
Tribes by two years. Irrational’s System 
Shock 2 and Freedom Force have given its 
creators a reputation for skilled storylines 
with strong characters and atmosphere. So 
what is the company going to do with a tra- 
ditionally story-less franchise like this? 
“Games are really in the Stone Age in 
terms of storytelling,” says Levine, a former 
playwright in New York and screenwriter 
for Paramount Pictures. “They're very tied 
into sort of sixth grade composition class 
styles of presenting story and structure. A 
perfect example is, you start a game and 
there's a narrator using forty proper nouns 
in the opening sequence. From an audi- 
ence perspective, | think that’s the most 
off-putting thing you could possibly do. 
No offense to the /ribes universe, but it’s 
fraught with that. You have a history of 
several thousand years and hundreds of 
characters. That’s not to say there aren’t 


some real gems in there, but we tend to 
focus away from this giant backstory and 
go into a really tiny little point in it. And 
although the story is broad in that it takes 
place over twenty years, it’s really just the 
story of a mother and a daughter: the fail- 
ures of the mother and how the daughter 
is left to overcome that.” 

“What | didn’t want to do was start off 
with the narrator going on for twenty min- 
utes.” Levine drops his voice into a classic 
narrator's basso profundo: “The fourth clan 
of the blah blah blah..? So | did what | usu- 
ally do. | stole. There are two sources | pri- 
marily stole from. One is very familiar to 
fans of our genre. That was Star Wars. The 
other is less familiar, a book called 
Cryptonomicon by Neal Stephenson.” In the 
case of the former, he took structure. 
“What's brilliant about Star Wars is that 
there’s this giant intergalactic struggle, 
which we're all familiar with from almost 
every game we've played, but [George 
Lucas] put it in the focus of a family. From 
the first couple of movies, you really know 
very little detail about the universe that 
doesn't impact that immediate family. 


_... while also giving the level designers plenty of polygons to play with indoors. 
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That's why people relate to it. The drama 
comes not from the external elements but 
from the internal elements.” From 
Cryptonomicon he took the idea that it’s a 
single story told over multiple time periods. 
“It's a single story, but the two time periods 
edify each other, the plot and the themes.” 
“In a lot of good narrative, you don’t 
quite know why you're there at first. A lot of 
films start at a place, and you're like, ‘what 
am | watching?’ and then they cut away. 
Only later is the importance of that moment 
edified. So we started thinking about a 
story where instead of the traditional first- 
person shooter where you're placed on a 
very linear narrative track, what if you 
weren't really sure where the narrative was 
taking you? What if it freed you up from a 
linear sequence of events, but also from a 
singular character? From a gameplay per- 
spective, the experience roams freely 
through two different time periods. The 
player's role goes with that. You're not just 
playing a single person. You're playing 
whoever in the story is relevant at that 
moment. Between levels, you can be trans- 
ported 20 years and into a different body.” 


Much of the concept art for Vengeance has gone through many revisions, like Julia in the middle, going from the original tomboy-ish look to her cur- 
rent one. [bottom] In Vengeance, light armor is lighter and heavy armor is heavier. 
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No handrails? OSHA would not approve; The indoor environments are impressive throughout, as are the new character models. 


would cobsouslly i 


Dynamix discov: 
through the or 


flag before they could catch up 
with him. Convinced he was yo 
_ cheating somehow, the other team 
\, dropped cameras near the flag to 

A is what Zilm was Mbbie It 


- im that you gain speed as you go 
- downhill. 
_ There’s some debate as to whether 
it’s a bug or a feature. It was certain- — 
ly an unexpected development, like 
rocket j jumping in Q 1 Quake, whereby 
players used a rocket’s xplosion to throw them- 
selves higher than the game allowed them to 
jump. The developers of the first Tribes, 
Dynamix, wrote code into the game for 
- momentum soa player wouldn’t just abruptly 
_ stop when landing from a jump. This com- 
bined with downhill movement in such a way 
: that if players kept making tiny jumps as sis 
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Hence the narrative jumps in /ribes: 
Vengeance. |t opens with a dying soldier 
giving a woman a medallion, and cuts to a 
princess on a space ship fretting about her 
arranged marriage, to a female gladiator 
with golden cybernetic eyes competing on 
behalf of the Imperials, to a hired assassin 
on a dangerous mission stalking his prey, 
to a little girl far too small for a jetpack 
using it for a daring escape, to a young 
Phoenix Tribe warrior on a desolate ruined 
planet. These jump cuts give Irrational a 
perfect opportunity to introduce players to 
new gameplay, as well as weapons, 
armors, and vehicles. A criticism commonly 
leveled at the earlier /ribes is that the sim- 
ple tutorials were inadequate for a game 
with so many nuances. Now the single- 
player game can gradually spell it all out 
before you jump into the online fray. 


They Develop in a 
Land Down Under 
While Levine has a lot to say about single- 
player storytelling from his red brick build- 
ing in Boston, the bulk of the development 
is being done by Irrational’s office on the 
other side of the planet in Canberra, 
Australia, where Freedom Force was creat- 
ed and where Irrational’s new ace in the 
hole, multiplayer designer Michael 
Johnston, now lives. Johnston was a 


te 


ee 


This floating Imperial base is an homage to a multiplayer map from the first Tribes. 


Canadian mod maker from the first 7/ribes 
who played under the moniker KineticPoet. 
When Sierra, the publishers who later 
became part of Vivendi Universal, put 
together a re-release of /ribes 2 as a $9.99 
budget title, they hired Johnston to recre- 
ate JeamRabbit, a popular 7ribes mod that 
emphasized movement and sports-styled 
teamwork over killing. JeamRabbit 2 was 
included with a huge patch for 7ribes 2. 
Sierra was hoping to revitalize the 7ribes 
community, but the re-release didn't sell 
well. So when Irrational signed on to do 
Tribes: Vengeance and recognized they 
needed new people to help them with mul- 
tiplayer development, a mod-maker like 
Johnston was a logical candidate. They 
hired him and transplanted him from 
Canada to Canberra. 

Johnston has some unique plans for mul- 
tiplayer support. “What we're looking to do 
is to take game types away from server 
operators and giving the decision to map 
makers,” he says. “We want to allow map 
makers to place objects in their maps. 
Depending on the object they place, that 
will define the type of gameplay that occurs. 
The rules, the scoring, the gameplay—all of 
that is encapsulated within the game 
objects. It's up to a map maker to place 
these and define how the game plays.’ 

“So, for example, | might have a capture 
flag which is my game object, and to 
establish a traditional /ribes style capture- 
the-flag game, | would place a capture flag 
on each team’s end and voila! That’s your 
typical Capture the Flag map. Another 
example of a game object might be a ball 
or a goal. You can have two goals and a 
ball and that’s a simple game type. But 
we're thinking up all kinds of possibility for 
game objects mapmakers can. place in 
their maps. There's a lot of potential to 
combine them, to switch them around, to 
make new ones, to modify existing ones.’ 


King of the Flag 
As an example for how the combos might 
work, Mahnken recalls a /ribes CTF map 
that had a base in the center. The team 
that controlled the base at the end of the 
round scored an extra point. So close 
games would almost always come down to 
a heated battle for the center of the map. 
This sort of CTF/king-of-the-hill combo 
would be simple in /ribes: Vengeance. 

“| think the community is split a little on 
whether /ribes is a war game or a sports 
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COVER STORY 


There will be some new 
weapons and vehicles in Tribes: 
Vengeance. Pictured here is an 
early version of the Jumptank, 
one of the four new vehicle 
types. Unfortunately, there are 
no images yet of the weapon 
they’re dubbing “The Burner.” 
It can be charged in order to fire 
_a projectile of super-heated 
energy. When the projectile 
_ strikes, it ignites the target for a 
short period. Targets caught 
within the blaze take progressive damage, making it particularly 
effective versus enemies and equipment whose shields regener- 
ate over time. Since the Burner can ignite objects in the environ- 
ment, including the ground, it can be used to create a temporary : 
barrier of fire in the paths of enemies. 


EET ALON 
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The above storyboard shows how Irrational is 
preparing the cutscenes for the single-player 
game. 


game,’ says lead designer Ed Orman. 
“What we're trying to do is create a system 
that means it’s capable of being either, that 
doesn't exclude one or the other.’ As 
another example, there are games that take 
place in stadiums filled with tracks that 
twist, bank, and even loop. These might be 
the settings for traditional CTF games, but 
there might also be scoring tokens scat- 
tered along the tracks that skilled skiers will 
be able to grab for extra points. 

“The other big issue is team sizes,” 
Johnston adds. “We're definitely going to try 
to appeal to a range of team sizes. Our stat- 
ed maximum is 32 players, but we want a 
multiplayer game to be fun for anywhere 
from 2 to 32 players. We're particularly 
focusing on the smaller teams this time 
around. We'd love to get /rbes played at 
CPL [Cyberathlete Professional League] and 
to do that you need a good 5-on-5 game. 
We're going to shoot for that as well? 


M.I.S.S.: Make It 

Simple, Stupid 

One broad change to the series is 
Irrational’s streamlining. For instance, the 
command map had a lot of functionality 
that was rarely used. “We looked at what 
people used the command map for,” says 
Oran. “For all the fiddly buttons and con- 
trols, it’s for getting fast strategic informa- 
tion about the world,’ 

“For giving commands,” Johnston says, 
“the current plan isn’t to expect players to 
drop out of their 3D view and go to [the 
command map]. In that respect, we're 
stepping away from what /ribes and Tribes 
2 tried to do, but no one ended up using in 
a typical game.’ Johnston also plans to 
pare down the previous games’ sensor sys- 
tems. “It was far too subtle. Even lots of top 
tier players don't understand sensors and 
all that crap.” 

“We're really trying to give a high level of 
feedback about all the systems,” Oran says. 
“There are people who've been playing for 
a long time who still don’t know what some 
of the systems do. If there’s something in 
there, it should be there for a reason and 
everyone should know about It.” 

They frequently cite Battlefield 1942 as 
representative of what they're aiming for. 
“One of the things we really liked [about 
Battlefield 1942] was that you see a vehi- 
cle, you get into it,” producer Tony Oakden 
says. “You don't have to go up to a station 
and pick the vehicle from some sort of 


bizarre line drawing where you had no idea 
how big it was going to be or what it was 
going to do. You call it up and then you 
find you can't get in it because you're 
wearing the wrong kind of armor. It was 
bloody annoying. There’s no need for that.’ 
“Now our vehicles spawn on their own 
pads in the world, according to how they’re 
built into the map,” says Johnston. “You 
see them there in the world. It’s very much 
a physical experience. The same with our 
deployables, like the turrets. At the base, 
there’s equipment you can pick up and 
place somewhere instead of having to pur- 
chase them at some abstract station.’ 


Now with Fewer 

Buckles and Snaps! 

They also plan to streamline the armor and 
weapon loadouts. Johnston says they're 
moving away from some of the game’s 
arbitrary restrictions. “For example, each 
armor has one weapon that only it can use. 
That's the only big restriction that we 
have.” Although armors will still be divided 
into light, medium, and heavy suits, the 
categories will be more differentiated than 
before. The new light is like no armor at all, 
the new medium is like light used to be, 
and the new heavy is a lot heavier. 

The whole idea behind the streamlining 
isn’t to reduce the amount of depth. On the 
contrary, Irrational seems intent on restoring 
some of the dynamics of the first game: to 
emphasize infantry, vehicles will be less 
powerful than they were in /ribes 2, skiing 
speeds won't be limited, and the weapons 
will have even more tactical variety. They 
want new players to be able to easily get 
into the basics of the game, but they aren't 
trying to minimize the gap between newbies 
and experienced players. They describe it as 
making the learning curve shallower, but 
extending it farther. “We see no reason to 
cap a player's skill,” Oaken says, almost as 
if he were reassuring the current fan base. 
“We're not producing a piece of music. 
We're producing the instrument.’ 

Tribes: Vengeance is being built with the 
Unreal engine, which they say is uniquely 
suited to their needs because it can range 
from an outdoor vista as seen from a jet- 
pack’s upper limit to the detail on a charac- 
ters face in a cutscene. It also ensures an 
extensive and immediate mod community 
at release. Irrational has built a few new 
graphical systems, but their biggest modifi- 
cation has been rewriting the Al system to 
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THE FEW, THE PROUD, 
THE HARDCORE 


VIVENDI UNIVERSAL will point out that although Tribes is an aging 
franchise, it still has a devoted enough following to secure a regular place 
on Gamespy’s list of the most popular online games. Granted, it doesn’t 
make it into the top 10, but it’s on any list that includes at least 20 titles. 

“The Tribes community at this point in time is mostly made up of hard- 
core fans,” says ZOD, the creator the Mechina mod (www.mechina.com) 
that adds drivable giant robots. Like many members of the fan base, ZOD 
partly blames Sierra’s previous management for the diminutive size of 
the community. “I think [Tribes 2] was bumbled like mad when it was 
released, which hurt the game a great deal.” 

“I think what upset a lot of people was the change in play,” says Joe 

Kniep, who directs competitions at www.teamwarfare.com. “When Tribes 
2 was released, it was totally different game play from [the original] 
Tribes. So a lot of Tribes players never converted over to Tribes 2.” This 
_ splintered community hasn’t made it any easier for the fan base to con- 
solidate, much less grow. A lot of modders prefer working with the more 
mod-friendly sequel, but a lot of hardcore players prefer the speed and 
challenge of the original. 

“I personally like a steep learning curve,” says Allen Drennan, whose 
live voice chat mod for Tribes became the basis for his own company, 
WiredRed Software, “as it really brings out the skill and mental team- 
work abilities of individual. But it is a barrier for new players.” 

The admin of www.tribalwar.com, Matthew DeWald, says he played for 
72 hours straight when Tribes was released. “After almost five years of 
playing Tribes, | can’t find another game that holds my attention.” 

“If there’s one characteristic that most hardcore Tribes players have,” 
says Paul Paella, the co-creator of Tribes Classic, a Tribes 2 mod that 
reverse engineered the game to play like the original, “it’s the thought 
that all other Ifirst person shooter] games are weak in comparison.” 
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adapt to the jetpacks and the wide-open 
maps. Unfortunately, they won't be writing 
any bot Al for skirmish or multiplayer 
games; they feel the Al requirements for a 
single player game are dramatically differ- 
ent from bots and the additional develop- 
ment time wouldn't be practical. 

Tribes: Vengeance takes place about 300 
years before the first Tribes game, which 
has provided a theme for the art direction. 
“| tried to come at it as if our game is a 
bridging between reasonable modern day 
tech and the crazy future tech of 7ribes,” 
says artist Ben Lee. “As an example, I’m 
trying to avoid things like ambiguous 
glowing energy. If something’s going to fly, 
it's going to have a big blasting rocket 
with fuel tanks instead of a little glowy 
thing. It'll make a huge noise and have jet 
flare and smoke pouring out and big con- 
trol surfaces.” 


Rocketeers 

A look at the new jetpacks is an indication 
of this. They're huge compared to the 
demure little packs worn in the previous 
Tribes games. They have big exhaust ports 
that fan out like wings. “We tried to back- 
wards project the technology,” Levine says. 
“We spent a lot of time thinking about retro 
chic. What is common visually about equip- 
ment as you go back closer towards its 
birth? Things tend to be larger. More blocky. 
There's exposure of the inner workings. You 
tend to see more of the functionality. If you 
get in a prop plane from 1917, you can see 
everything. If you get in a 747, from inside, 
you have no idea you're on a plane.’ 

Thus the new armor suits have exposed 
joints and tubing. They're a bit more like 
the loaders in Aliens than the sleek sealed 
capsules in /ribes. You can see the wear- 
ers hand on the controls and his feet 
against the stirrups in the legs. “That was 
the core of the aesthetic of what we were 
trying to do,” says Levine, “to try to make it 
feel like a different time period.” 

With the new twist on artwork, the 
streamlined gameplay, the re-imagined 
multiplayer support, and the story's wander- 
ing narrative, it's safe to say that /ribes: 
Vengeance has found itself moving in a 
whole slew of new directions. But there’s 
still a long way to go; we won’t know where 
it ends up until the 2004 holidays. Until 
then, we'll be left to puzzle out what 7ribes 
could have in common with 7he Taming of 
the Shrew and the Old Testament. G 
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onventionally Unconventional 


Despite being somewhat soulless, the epic Rise of Nations 
is the War and Peace of real-time strategy 


THE BASICS OF Rise of Nations , the real- 
time strategy game from Big Huge Games, 
are nothing new. Battles are won or lost 

primarily by how well you grow and man- 
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BY TOM CHICK 


age your economy. Way beneath that on 
the scale of importance is grokking the 
tactical what-beats-what of the units. 
Somewhere in between is your mastery of 
the interface. You might 
mistake the feature list 
for Empire Earth, or a 
screenshot for Age of 
Empires. “|s that the Age 
of Mythology engine?” 
one spectator asked. 
But what makes Rise 
of Nations special is the 
way Big Huge Games 
has tightly controlled the 


[left] You don’t need no 
stinkin’ dice. [below] 
Always bet on steel. 


feature creep that would otherwise bog 
down a history-of-the-world real-time 
strategy game. You really can go from 
slings to arrows to bazookas to ICBMs 
without the game feeling like it’s spun out 
into fifteen different directions of Stuff That 
Would Be Really Cool. (See Empire Earth's 
spellcasting robots for an example of this, 
or nearly anything Westwood has done.) 
But carefully laid into all this streamlining 
are important new-ish dynamics that 
change the way you play this type of game. 
Similar to Kohan, Rise of Nations begins 
with a literal border clash. Each player's 
territory is staked out based on his cities, 
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which are built in a Kohan-ish way, and 
technology (arranged in five parallel trunks 
rather than a tree). Borders are indicated 
with snaking colored lines that sweep 
across the terrain as if it were an animated 
map of some empire's rise and fall. 
Although basic resources are evenly dis- 
tributed and easy to come by, special 
bonus resources are scattered around to 
give you a reason to care where your bor- 
ders fall. A sense of “hey, that was mine!” 
drives many of the early battles. Because 
armies take damage when they roam 
around in enemy territory (why hasn't any- 
one thought of this one before?), battles 
are usually focused in predictable loca- 
tions. It’s no surprise that this game’s 
designer Brian Reynolds introduced territo- 
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is laid waste by cannons, then artillery, then 
B-52s, and finally nukes, with little armies 
crowding around it all the while, vying for 
control. Paris sits back against the edge of 
the map, cradling the ancient Pyramids and 
a spread of farms. Berlin is nestled between 
two mountains, chipping away at them to 
crank out metal for its smelter. There’s a 
castle halfway between New York and 
Seoul where Aztec armies rally to a waiting 
general. All the poor merchants have a 
| iil ater som hard time laying claim to their silk and dia- 
ome per iy — bb Pg 7. , ‘age, monds as the border between America and 
ae aaron (“OEE Korea squirms back and forth with new 
religions and civic advances. Who needs 
orcs, anthrax tanks, and mechs? 

This epic sweep swells gradually as you 
play, carefully laying in new elements. 
Nothing feels tacked on or abrupt. It all 
plugs neatly into a remarkable interface. 
There’s an impressive amount of information 
either constantly onscreen or one tool tip 
away. It’s always clear what could happen 
next if you press this button, or what you 
need to do before you can press that but- 
ton. There are hotkeys for almost everything, 
with only a few inconvenient exceptions. 

Other than healing armies (a hole in the 
otherwise airtight interface), there’s an 
amazing lack of micromanagement, espe- 


[top to bottom] The Bantus attack England; 
All in a day’s work; Tanks a lot. 
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cially considering how much detail there is 
in here. There are points in the middle 
game, such as when you've conquered 
another nation or discovered oil during the 
Industrial Age, that require sudden jug- 
gling. But the interface makes this relative- 
ly painless, even in the heat of battle. And 
believe it or not, it's even simple to do tra- 
ditionally twiddly things like converting 
enemy units with your spies or sniping 
infantry with your commandos. 


The single player game is a brilliant turn- 
based dynamic campaign, similar to 
Warlords Battlecry 2, but set on a Risk 
board. Instead of rolling dice to contest ter- 
ritories, you play a round of Ase of Nations. 
Your empire earns bonuses in the form of 
cards you can play, resources you earn, 
and wonders you build. There’s even a 
rudimentary diplomacy. It provides the sort 
of emergent story that’s ultimately far more 
compelling, and replayable, than elaborate- 
ly scripted hokum about Prince Arthas or 
Arkantos. Maybe the Incas have taken over 
Europe and it’s up to your Bantus to move 
out of Africa and kick them out. Just make 
sure you ve fortified West Africa for any 
incursions from the Amazon, and pay off 
the Turks so they don’t come through 
Mesopotamia to attack you. 

The actual battles can feel a bit soulless. 
The distinctions between nations are often 
minor tweaks that get lost in the scale of 
the action. It can be hard to remember who 
you are this time without checking the bar 
at the top of the screen. Then there’s the 
fact that many of the battles play out along 
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the same lines. Eventually, everything will 
happen. Ages will gallop apace and in the 
end your F-16s and Abrams battle tanks 
are squaring off against the other guy’s F- 
16s and Abrams battle tanks. With 
resources that never deplete, endgames 
can be tedious slugfests. There are no 
stalemate breakers, such as Age of 
Mythology’s god powers or Warlords 
Battlecry 2's Titans. Even the mighty nukes 
fit neatly into a system of checks and bal- 
ances. The flexible game set up can 
address some of these problems—and 
some of the set-ups are quite clever—but 
Rise of Nations teeters on that thin line 
between balance and homogeneity. 

Rise of Nations may not have as much 
the personality as Age of Mythology, as 
much flair as WarCraft ///, as much breadth 
as Warlords Battlecry 2, or as much innova- 
tive genius as Kohan. But it does have a 
combination of each of those elements, 
along with everything else it takes to make 
a great real-time strategy game, all bound 
up in one of the slickest designs to glide 
under your fingers since Diab/o //. This is 
as unconventional as a conventional real- 
time strategy game can probably get, at 
once like everything and nothing you've 
ever played. 

DEVELOPER Big Huge Games * PUBLISHER 
Microsoft * ESRB Teen 


Shadowbane 


When college students 
rule the world 


kw 


WITH A GRAPHICAL face only a mother 
could love and regular client and server 
crashes, Shadowbane tests the patience. 
But with its unique challenges of empire 
building, diplomacy, and surviving the 
school of hard knocks, it also tests the 
mettle of even the most experienced 
MMORPGers. The chance to flex these 
muscles—and a few other good ideas to 
boot—makes for an epic and compelling 
experience for those with the stomach. It 
isn’t quite the gankfest you might have 
thought it would be, but it certainly isn’t a 
safe home for soloists. Its great paradox is 
that it is a deeply social game within a 
ruleset that encourages antisocial behavior. 

The test of patience begins immediate- 
ly. The game manual, more useful than 
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most, nevertheless omits any useful 
detail about player characters. 
Fortunately, the BradyGames strategy 
guide provides one of the better efforts 
to elucidate, but it’s hard not to scratch 
your head and wonder at what point 
game companies stopped feeling com- 
pelled to explain their own games. 

The opening confusion is a shame 
because, ultimately, character development 
marks one of Shadowbane’s grand 
achievements. More so than most other 
massively multiplayer game, few player 
characters are ever the same. An intricate 
system of base class, professions, disci- 
plines, skills and powers yield a euphoric 
apoplexy visible in thoughtful and heated 
forum boards debates about character 
templates. It’s a pity you only get five char- 
acters to play with—you'll want twenty. 

And you could use twenty. One of the 
defining features of Shadowbane is its fast- 
paced leveling and “soft caps.” As a practi- 
cal matter, level 60 is the top of the line. Up 
until level 40 or so, you could expect to 
stack on anywhere from two to five levels 
per dedicated session. In this sense, the 
game is a friend to the working man. 
Leveling slows after that, but those levels 
matter less since diminishing returns make 
for modest differences at the top. It’s an 
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Minotaurs are a special unlockable race. 
[below] Safer to hunt in groups. 


War Sells... 


... and you're buying. With Command & 
Conquer Generals, Black Hawk Down, 
Battlefield 1942, Raven Shield, and 
Splinter Cell in the Top 10, it appears real 
wars don't diminish the gamer appetite 
for destruction. 
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elegant solution to the great 
powergamer/casual player quandary. The 
slowdown also serves to shove you into the 
real show: empire-building and conquest. 

The “hook” is the chance to build an 
empire to match against other player 
empires. A few non-player controlled 
cities dot the landscape, but most are 
constructed by players. City maintenance 
and defense are expensive and time con- 
suming. To pull it off, you'll need a large 
guild, a network of alliances with other 
guilds and perhaps a college student's 
schedule. As with player characters, play- 
er cities permit a wide variety of differ- 
ence. One city will not be able to support 
every available structure, so cities end up 
looking quite different from one another. 
The strategy of city and nation-building 
tickles the real-time strategy centers of 
the gamer’s brain as you debate build 
orders and object placement. 

The trick here is that, as a practical 
matter, almost all of this portion of the 
game lies in the hands of five percent of 
players on a server, the handful of leaders 
of large guilds. Small guilds, who may 
sub-guild to larger guilds, and rank-and- 
file guild members will find it difficult to 
participate in any way deeper than “Hey, 
when did we get an axesmith?” Any play- 


er can build a structure, but without a 
guild blessing, it’s likely to result in near- 
instant destruction from marauders. 

The challenge of feeling involved in any 
non-monster bashing part of the game is 
further taxed by the lack of “nation” level 
chat and by the fact that guild affiliation is 
fluid. Port away from your guild home and 
you lose your guild tag and chat privileges. 
The latter mechanic may support the 
“sneaky” aspects of gameplay but it also 
hurts the guild camaraderie that is central 
to game success. 

It isn't the sporadically interesting 
graphics, technical issues or even the exis- 
tence of player combat that makes or 
breaks the Shadowbane experience. True, it 
creates a special haven for people who 
play to annoy others—they’ll play thieves 
here—but the necessity of guild cohesion 
and organization offers a heavy counter- 
weight against players who play short- 
term strategies. The player guild experi- 
ence is the Shadowbane experience. Get 
involved with a good one and depth of 
gameplay becomes clear. Get involved with 
a bad one and you'll never get past the 
same old monster farming you've seen 
before. Wolfpack is betting on its players, 
and it’s not clear yet whether that should 
be a “double-down” or “surrender.” 
—Robert de los Reyes 

DEVELOPER Wolfpack Studios * PUBLISHER 
Ubi Soft * ESRB Teen 


Command & Conquer Generals 
Electronic Arts kk * 


The Sims Deluxe 
Electronic Arts Not Rated 


Delta Force Black Hawk Down 
NovaLogic Not Rated 


Freelancer 
Microsoft * **& * V2 


Shadowbane 
UbiSoft *** V2 


Tom Clancy’s Rainbow Six 3: 
Raven Shield 
UbiSoft **&* V2 


Battlefield 1942 
Electronic Arts * &*&* V2 


The Sims Unleashed 
Electronic Arts ***&* 


Zoo Tycoon 
Microsoft ***®*® V2 


Tom Clancy’s Splinter Cell 
UbiSoft &*&*& *& V2 


Sim City 4 
Electronic Arts * * V2 


Battlefield 1942: Road to Rome 
Electronic Arts kk ** 


Master of Orion 3 
Infogrames ** 


Roller Coaster Tycoon 2 
Infogrames *k*&* 


Medal Of Honor: 
Allied Assault Spearhead 
Electronic Arts 


WarCraft Ill: Reign of Chaos 
Blizzard Kk k* 

Age of Empires II: Age of Kings 
Microsoft kkk 


Mall Tycoon 
Take 2 *V2 


Age of Mythology 
Microsoft * * *&* V2 


Zoo Tycoon: Marine Mania 
Microsoft *** * 


Source: NPDTechworld. The March list is based on units 
sold by more than 70 channel partners, representing 
90% of the U.S. retail consumer market. 
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The Banality of Stupidity 


Postal 2 is the design document for uncreative 13-year olds 


BY STEVE BAUMAN 


POSTAL 2 OPENS with a warning about 
how it’s a computer game meant “solely 
for entertainment purposes.” It says its 
developer Running With Scissors—which 
is a great name for a company, and they 
have a great logo—believes “violence 
and inappropriate actions belong in the 
video games and not the real world.” The 
only answer to that is, “Well duh.” In 
other words, it’s the “it’s just a game, 
lighten up” defense. There’s some irony 
in that, they're essentially doing the 
same thing people do when blaming 
videogames for violence by absolving 
themselves of any responsibility for the 
content of their creation. 

Postal 2 flaunts its politically incorrect 
view of the world like a bodybuilder in a 
muscle T-shirt. It screams, “Look at me!” 
to draw attention to its offensiveness. It’s 
impossible to play it without considering 
the horror that its scenes of gratuitous 
violence, public urination, adolescent 
potty humor, and rampant racial stereo- 
typing and homophobia will cause various 
groups throughout the country. Like Grand 
Theft Auto, it's also a litmus test for free 
speech protection for videogames, but 
unlike Rockstar’s superb creation, once 
you've exhausted your ability to be 
offended, what's left is a sloppily made 
and at-best mediocre game. 

It's not conceptually flawed. It’s a fairly 
non-linear game broken into five days, 
each of which can take an hour or more 
to complete. It gives you a few simple, 
mundane tasks to complete on each day, 
like “Buy some milk,” “cash my check,” 
or “piss on the grave of my dead father” 
(No joke.) The biggest laughs come from 
completing these tasks, because most 
involve standing in line. It’s funny 
because it’s so rare that a game gives 
you such a boring means of achieving 
goals. The alternative solution, in almost 
all cases, is to whip out your gun and lay 
waste to the entire room. But the combat 
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is simple and predictable, and the amount 
of damage each person takes is ludicrous. 
You end up unloading a clip into each 
person until they fall into a heap on the 
ground, regardless of where you're aiming. 
Headshots appear to dole out the same 
amount of damage as one to the kneecap. 
As an aside, if any game could properly 
utilize the dismemberment system from 
the Solider of Fortune series, this is it. 

The living city of Posta/ 2 is the game’s 
main draw. It’s full of people walking 
around and doing their own thing, which 
generally involves cursing at you, or, when 
you've angered them, opening fire. Or 
they randomly open fire on each other. Or 
the police randomly shake them down. Or 
they vomit in corners. Or they kick dead 
bodies. Or they laugh at people who’ve 
just been shot. The variety of actions is 
impressive, as are many of the character 
animations, and the whole “living world,” 
however simple it may be, is a highlight. 
Unfortunately, each area is small, and you 


frequently need to cross multiple load 
zones in order to complete tasks. The load 
times for each are ranges from 30-sec- 
onds to anywhere from 2-3 minutes, 
depending on your machine and the 
speed of your hard drive. It gets frustrat- 
ing when all you want to do is go from 
Point A to B, and the three minutes of 
actual “game” time features five minutes 
of “load” time. 

Maybe that’s intentional. The entire 
point of the game is to hand you all of 
these minor frustrations as a sort of justi- 
fication for “going postal.” After you com- 
plete many of the tasks, you anger differ- 
ent groups regardless of how you handle 
the ensuing carnage, which is a flaw of 
the design; if | don’t open fire on those 
gun-toting game-banning people, why 
should they open-fire when they see me 


[clockwise from top left] Anyone that played the original knows what to do in this situation; Ah, 
the various protesters, the game’s sole source of humor. One of the book protester’s signs says, 
“Hitler Wrote a Book.” It’s hard to say why one woman appears to be without her head, though; 
Here are a few fine examples of the “humor” found throughout Postal 2. 
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Welcome to Postal 2, 
where the mere mention 
of “Gary Coleman” is 
comedy gold. 


on the street? 
Beyond some 
exploration and the 
initial amusement of 
going on a few killing 
sprees, there’s not a 
whole lot to do. 
Lacking the interest- 
ing environments and meta-games of 
Grand Theft Auto, you turn to sadism out 
of boredom. Once you've exhausted the 
fun of blowing people's heads off, pissing 
on their dead bodies, and kicking their 
ragdoll-physics enabled bodies, you turn 


What is funny is-how Running With 
Scissors is in a win-win situation. 
Ignoring the general mediocrity of the 
gameplay, which itself is enough to make 
this a dubious purchase, criticizing the 
game for being offensive gets you labeled 
a humorless Political Correctness thug, 
the kind they're making fun of within the 
game. Lord knows there’s plenty of ways 
to satirize the overly earnest, the well 
intentioned, and/or the dangerously clue- 
less, but Posta/ 2 aims broadly at its tar- 
gets and still manages to miss. Arming 
every PC group and sending them after 
your non-PC character is its idea of how 
to “deal” with issues, as if the idea of a 
gun-toting book-burner is inherently 
funny. (Okay, so it is.) But the surround- 
ing humor is so juvenile and witless that 


Phun with physics. Things do blow up rather nicely, and bodies fly around. 


to exploration. That isn’t particularly inter- 
esting because the areas are both dull 
and filled with the lamest groan-inducing 
“humor” since Freddy Got Fingered. \f you 
found that movie the height of hilarity, 
the awful and obvious puns and various 
uses of the word “ass” seen throughout 
makes Posta/ 2 right up your alley. Less 
funny, though, is all of the stereotyping 
and gay-bashing, from the Arabs scream- 
ing about “Allah” to a videogame 
machine called “Fag Hunter” to warning 
signs about “rabid dogs with AIDS.’ 


instead of anything being satirical, it begs 
you to take everything at face value. From 
that perspective, it’s a perfect example of 
how the idea that flaunting your most 
petty and vindictive prejudices can make 
you appear like a champion of truth and 
freedom. The reality is that is just shows 
you're an ass, making Posta/ 2 the dream 
game of asses worldwide. And from that 
perspective, it's a massive success. 

DEVELOPER Running With Scissors * 
PUBLISHER Whiptail Interactive * ESRB 
Mature 


A Tale in the 
Desert 


Building the perfect civilization 


KKK 


A TALE IN THE DESERT is either the game 
you've waited your entire online gaming life 
for, or one you'll pass up in a Norrath 
moment. Among massively-multiplayer 
role-playing games, “different” usually 
means a different roster of monsters to kill, 
a different paper-thin backstory, and a dif- 
ferent array of spells and weapons for your 
paper doll. What “different” boils down to, 
then, is a slight change in the elevations 
and textures of the leveling treadmill 
beneath your weary feet. 

For A Jale in the Desert, “different” 
means no combat. None. Sure, later on you 
can pursue the Discipline of Conflict, but 
that doesn't involve anything more vicious 
than, say, chess. The newcomer isn't greet- 
ed with the usual litany of “Here's a 
weapon, kid: go kill some small mammals.” 

Tedious though it is, mammal-killing 
gives the MMORPG-hopper something to 
do in a new game. With A Tale in the 
Desert, what's a newbie to do? You collect 
resources, and use those resources as 
tuition to learn new skills. The new skills 
allow you to create objects, like brick 
racks. By processing resources into new 
things like bricks, you bootstrap yourself 
into learning greater technologies, and 
being able to get different resources. 

The point is to create the perfect socie- 
ty. Once one player has passed all seven 
tests in one of the seven Disciplines, he or 
she can build one of the great works. 
Once they're all built, the game is over. 
Over? Yes, over. This, the first “telling” of 
the Tale, should last about a year from its 
mid-February launch. After that, another 
telling begins. 

Being a citizen of Egypt isn’t all fun, 
however. Getting started is daunting, espe- 
cially without a tutorial. The interface is 
counter-intuitive: you access all the 
branching menus by clicking your avatar. 
It's actually elegant, but difficult to figure 
out without help. 

Fortunately, help is never far away. The 
players are almost universally friendly and 
helpful, the community has many Web 
resources for newcomers, and the game 
masters are responsive. Furthermore, the 
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E IN THE DESERT: Player-made sculptures t 


main developers are often in the game and 
actually seem to care about what’s happen- 
ing in it. In fact, lead developer Andrew 
Tepper gives out his cell phone number and 
regularly invites players to call him if there’s 
a server-related problem when he’s offline. 
As you learn more technology, the game 
deepens. From your humble beginnings dry- 
ing mud bricks on a wooden rack, you can 
see players who have built mines to dig ore 
and gems from the ground. But some play- 
ers complain about not being able to “keep 
up” with the latest technological advances 
and the required resource-gathering. The 
pinnacle of achievement can look pretty far 
from where you are, especially for a new 
player, and getting there takes a lot of work. 
The game doesn’t need to be a crafting 
treadmill—there are seven Disciplines, and 
not everything requires the pursuit of tech- 
nology. While many of the tasks are 
tedious, when you're done, you feel you've 
actually accomplished something. Things 
you do also have a lasting effect on the 
game world. Compare a normal EverQuest- 
like accomplishment of “My guild killed the 
Unique Beast of Ordroth—twice!” to some- 
thing that might occur in A Tale in the 
Desert. “My guild built the Pyramids” 
Cooperation and sharing form the back- 
bone of most online games, and while in 
most it really means “Crap, | can’t kill this 
monster on my own; I'd better make some 
friends,” lone wolf players will also have a 
tough time of it in A Jale in the Desert. You 
will inevitably rely on other players for 
something. Often, they help you with mun- 
dane tasks while chatting on private and 
guild channels; it’s like a giant quilting bee 
in the sand. 
A Tale in the Desert truly offers some- 
thing different. It’s a beautiful, creative tale 
told in the desert of originality, a startling 
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flower in a wasteland of murder-and-loot 
online games. —Dave Panchyk 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER eGenesis * ESRB 
Not Rated 


Metal Gear Solid 


2: Substance 


Less story, more substance 
xk * 


SUBSTANCE |S BASICALLY a repackaging 
of last year’s Metal Gear Solid 2, with a 
hearty chunk of external content slapped 
in for the fans. This additional material 
takes the form of the “VR Missions,” a 
lengthy 500+ mission workout of the 
game's core play mechanics, and the fan- 
anticipated “Snake Tales,” which chronicle 
the final missions of Solid Snake during the 
now-infamous “Raiden” chapters. 

The core game hasn't changed in any 
discernable ways, and the plot is still large- 
ly disseminated to the player through 
flashy cutscenes and the now-legendary, 
but still interminable, Codec sequences. 
While perhaps epitomizing “cool” to the 
defiant teen-aged manga crowd, it’s a 
mess of bad writing, uncomfortable dia- 
logue, and generally pretentious toss. The 
ten or so hours of gameplay awkwardly 
hedged between all of this ludicrous expo- 
sition is pretty good stuff, though, once you 
get over the large number of buttons you 
must memorize in order to play as Solid 
Snake and his rookie replacement Raiden. 
If you're looking for another 7hief this isn’t 
it, but what you will find is some very cre- 
ative enemy scripting, a few tense boss 
encounters, and an extremely flashy third- 
person stealth engine with a load of cool 


gadgets to play with and combine to solve 
the game’s myriad tactical puzzles. 

Substance’s “substance”, as it were, lies 
in the massive VR Mission mode, which 
promises around 500 or so individual 
stealth puzzles to complete. The missions 
test your Solid Snake (and Raiden) in a 
way the main game never offers. 
Subdivided into several modes, the mis- 
sions are grouped around stealth puzzles 
(Sneaking Mode), precision shooting skills 
(Weapon Mode), the first-person perspec- 
tive (First-Person Mode, very odd), and a 
potpourri of wacky takes on the whole 
MGS2 engine (Variety Mode). The latter 
mode is unlocked by completing the previ- 
ous three modes, and features everything 
from a fight with Godzilla’s clone to fan 
service photography (ladies in compromis- 
ing poses, for the untutored). 

Besides the VR Missions, several 
“Alternative” missions are available for 
selection, which retread areas found in the 
main game, but with different (and more 
difficult) objectives, such as defusing 
bombs. Both Solid Snake and Raiden have 
their own specific Alternative missions, and 
in many cases, these missions are better 
tailored to their unique skills than those in 
the main game. 

The five additional “Snake Tales” missions 
are available from the main menu, and 
seem very hastily tacked on. Each starts 
with some embarrassingly laughable scroll- 
ing text and a voice-over, and the cinemato- 
graphic sequences from the main game are 
painfully absent. These missions center 
around Snake’s infiltration of the “Big Shell” 
offshore platform and his encounters there- 
in. Don’t expect any new bosses or foes, 
though; the Snake Tales missions feel like 
extended Alternative Missions rather than 
completely new content. 


Substance is, for fans of the stealth 
genre, a far more interesting offering than 
the would-be Jerry Bruckheimer stylings of 
the original game. The VR Missions them- 
selves validate the price of entry, and pro- 
vide many, many hours worth of clever 
stealth and shooting puzzles despite the 
often-obstreperous controls. That said, the 
main game is still a victim of its own atro- 
cious pacing and doesn't hold up well 
alongside offerings like Splinter Cell and No 
One Lives Forever 2. Fans of this series who 
enjoyed the mechanics of the original 
should definitely pick this up, but if you’re 
looking for new story elements, or if you’re 
just jonesing for Deus Ex déja vu, 
Substance comes up feeling a bit, well, 
lightweight. —Douglas L. Erickson 

Caveat emptor: The shipping version of 
Substance is extremely picky about its hard- 
ware. As stated on the box, it only support- 
ed NVIDIA cards, though Konami issued a 
patch offering support for Radeons. It also 
exhibited sound problems with some nForce 
systems. Your mileage may 
vary. Also, to really experi- 
ence the game in the way It 
was intended—as a console 
game effectively utilizing 
Sony’s Dual Shock con- 


[right] SUBSTANCE: Solid 
Snake—His name’s more than 
just compensation. [below] 
RAYMAN 3: Are you experi- 
enced?; Now these are the 
kinds of levels the game could 
use more of, with less combat 
and more discovery. 


troller—it’s a good idea to have a Dual 
Shock USB adapter from Radio Shack, 
which works perfectly. Otherwise, prepare 
for some serious finger yoga on the key- 
board. Lastly, if you don’t have a DVD drive 
and four gigabytes of available hard drive 
space, you re outta luck. Ouch. 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Konami * ESRB 
Teen 


Rayman 3: 
Hoodlum Havoc 


Suitably weird and still limbless 


IT MUST BE tough being Rayman, what 
with him lacking limbs and all. But at the 
start of Rayman 3: Hoodlum Havoc, he has 
no hands either. And he’s trying to find a 
doctor to remove a dark lum from the 
stomach of his friend Globox. And he surfs 


down psychedelic tunnels while 70s porn 
funk plays in the background. And he 
turns into a shoe. And he gets eaten by 
fish. And he gets to shoot rockets. And he 
turns into a frog. And he gets attacked by 
lums with hoods. 

Rayman 3 is one weird game, which isn’t 
the least bit surprising considering past 
entries in the series. But some of the lov- 
able and gentle weirdness of previous 
entries has been replaced by a more 
knowing, winking kind of weird, replete 
with pop-culture references, celebrity voic- 
es (John Leguizamo), and inner Rayman 
monologues (did anyone want to hear him 
speak?). The environments are suitably 
deranged—some are outright amazing—and 
the gameplay is (mostly) excellent, though 
it practically requires a console-style dual- 
analog gamepad. There are also a lot of 
surprisingly entertaining minigames to 
unlock, including a 2D side-scroller. 

But during play, it’s hard not to think it’s 
something of a minor step backward from 
the superlative second edition. There’s 
more of an emphasis on combat, though 
new powerups that give Rayman, say, “fists 
of steel” are interesting. The boss fights are 
wildly variable in their difficulty, with the 
first being impossibly hard while a later 
one where you are attacked by a giant 
mechanized... thing while underwater 
(don't ask) is a cakewalk. 

Overall, Rayman 3 remains a radical 
change of pace for purely PC gamers, 
because it boldly goes where few games 
dare go, into the realm of the magical and 
colorful. It's a visually sumptuous treat, 
with incredibly graphic design and tons of 
interesting details tucked into every corner. 
Bring your gamepad and take a singularly 
weird trip into the weird and wonderful. 
Limbs are optional. —Steve Bauman 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER UbiSoft * ESRB 
Everyone 
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Rockets in their Pockets 
As we continue our quest to highlight 
cool independent game developers, 
allow us to introduce Small Rockets. 
This fairly small studio is working on a 
couple next-generation console titles, 
but it already offers a smorgasbord of 
nifty little PC games. They have cool 
puzzle games like Tower of the 
Ancients, slick vertical-scrolling 
shooters like Star Monkey and Ultra 
Assault, and even a 3D biplane com- 
bat game with Internet multiplayer 
called Red Ace Squadron. In all, there 
are about 18 games to download, with 
free demos that can be upgraded to 
the full version for $15-20. Not every 
one is a masterpiece, but you’re 
almost guaranteed to find a couple 
worth registering. [Small Rockets, 
www.smallrockets.com] 
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Tropico 2 
Pirate Cove 


When bad pirates go good 


TROPICO 2 is a game where you capture 
men and women from various European 
colonies in the Caribbean and force them 
into slavery and prostitution on an island, 
keeping them in line with random execu- 
tions. Maybe it’s the upbeat “Yo-ho-ho and 
a bottle of rum” style music that tricked the 
ESRB into giving the game a “Teen” rating. 
Or maybe it’s that the tiny little people 
never graphically depict anything worth 
getting excited about. 

The first Zropico had a certain unique 
flair that helped it to overcome some inter- 
face flaws—it was just plain interesting 
being a ruthless banana republic dictator. 
You would expect being a Pirate King to be 
interesting as well, but /ropico 2 doesn't 
come through with enough swashbuckling, 
ship-boarding flair. For all the many 
improvements in this sequel, it still has 
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many of the same fundamental problems 
of the first game. 

Developer Frog City has tweaked the 
interface in countless ways. You can now 
rotate almost any building, roads play a piv- 
otal role in your island design, and con- 
struction goes a lot faster. This develop- 
ment alone makes the game feel a lot more 
streamlined. There’s no fussing over the pay 
of all your individual indentured servants, 
because hey, you don't pay them at all. 

As with /ropico, there's still too much 
interface and busy work. The GUI panel 
takes up a full third of the screen and con- 
tains useless data like a little “phase of the 
moon” icon that shows the passage of time, 
information that’s also delivered through 
other means. You can zoom in incredibly 
close, but the animations are so dull and 
stilted that it’s not worth watching. With the 
memory saved by eliminating all those 
ultra-high-resolution graphics, it’s hard not 
to imagine the possibility of more animation 
for buildings and people as in Stronghold. 

Getting the right people to work in the 
right buildings is something you want to 
do—you may want your Skilled Cook to work 
making sea rations and not gruel for—but 
getting them there is once again a matter of 
kicking out workers and crossing your fin- 
gers that the slot is filled by your intended 
captive. Why can't the Pirate King dictate 
where people go? This is also a problem in 
the best part of the game, the pirate ships. 

This new strategic element introduced in 
Tropico 2 is certainly its best. The only real 
way to make money is to build pirate ships, 


staff them with scurvy sea-dogs, and plun- 
der the Caribbean seas. The map on which 
you do this is simple and elegant, and 
sending your ships off to get into god- 
knows-what trouble can be tense. Nothing 
is quite as thrilling as seeing your prized 
galleon return to dock with its hold packed 
to the brim with loot and captives. The 
problem is, you can’t make certain pirates 
go on certain ships, so your big galleon 
might be staffed with inexperienced sailors 
who can't use a sword, while your little 
snoop is loaded up with your best men. 
Again, it’s fire and pray that it gets filled. 
Why does the quite useful logbook let you 
display pirates by their skill in so many dif- 
ferent attributes and then not actually use 
that information in the most obvious way? 
For fans of the original /ropico, the 


sequel is similar enough to warrant playing. 


It’s chock full of tasks to complete, with a 
16-mission Campaign, several scenarios, 
and a great sandbox mode. But aside from 
a new Setting, there aren't that many 
improvements to the original formula. The 
visuals haven't kept up with the likes of 
Age of Mythology and WarCraft ///, and 
there’s not nearly enough personality to 
overcome the minor but aggravating inter- 
face problems. —Jason Cross 

DEVELOPER Frog City * PUBLISHER Take 
Two * ESRB Teen 


MVP Baseball 
2003 


Warning track power 


x*y 


MVP BASEBALL 2003 is not entirely unlike 
the game of baseball taking place across 
the country at this very moment. Visually, it 
looks a whole lot like a televised game—the 
animations for particular players, from 
Nomar Garciaparra’s peculiar choppy 
swing to the majestic uppercut of Barry 
Bonds, are stunning, and it has the best 
slide animations ever committed to bits. 
But in keeping with EA Sports’ past base- 
ball efforts, it’s also full of weirdness, rang- 
ing from seemingly randomized stats and 
to a career mode that’s a cakewalk. 

What it does right is deliver the best 
pitcher-batter interface in existence. While 
hitting is relatively simple (the addition of 


[above] A new camera view makes it difficult 
to gauge pitch location. [right] Mo Vaughn 


hot and cold sports is a nice touch—just 
look at Manny Ramirez versus a left-hand- 
ed pitcher and be afraid, very afraid), WVP 
Baseball redefines the pitcher interface 
with a golf-like pitch meter. After selecting 
a pitch, a meter lets you pick its velocity, 
while clicking or button mashing at the 
right time determines its quality. While 
doing this, you're also selecting location, 
and if your timing is off, you give away the 
location to the hitter, and curves flatten 
out, sinkers don't sink, fastballs are 
straight, etc. It’s a brilliant interface, partic- 
ularly with console-style analog sticks. 
Unfortunately, there’s almost no reason to 
use location. You can actually throw every 
pitch right down the middle. Assuming you 
get the timing right on your pitches and 
change speeds, you end up being just as 
successful as when you paint the corners. 
It's also too bad that the subtleties of the 
interface are wasted on a game that’s 
more of an “all line drives, all the time” ver- 
sion of the sport formerly know as our 
national pastime. Batters put nearly every 
pitch into play, and with the absurd velocity 
of each hit, it’s easy to throw players out at 
first, second, or third from the outfield. In 
multiplayer, which works extremely well, it’s 
easier to fool humans than the computer, 
but there’s still barely ever any walks or 
strikeouts. While that style of play is some- 
what interesting, it makes the need for 
actual infielders optional; oddly enough, 
that turns out to be a good thing because 
fielding is needlessly complicated, using a 
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throw meter similar to the one for pitchers. 
(A quirk in the animation makes it look like 
infielders receiving throws from the outfield 
are about to toss the ball back before spin- 
ning and firing it back to the pitcher.) 

The career mode, which uses a salary 
cap and is full-featured, is ridiculously 
easy. Within a year, even the Detroit Tigers 
can win 120 games in a season. The gen- 
erated stats are off the charts, with players 
hitting 80-90 home runs, driving in over 
200 runs, and pitchers with records like 28- 
1. They’re also inaccurate, with strange box 
score stats and incorrectly calculated slug- 
ging percentages. On the plus side, the 
random name generator for new players 
managed to create someone named “Ichiro 
Fick,” which is just too cool. 

MVP Baseball 2003 is a superlative 
pitching interface in search of a better 
showcase. As was always the case with 
Triple Play, “just wait until next year” 
—Steve Bauman 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER EA Sports * ESRB 
Everyone 


Best slide animations ever. 
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Delta Force: 
Black Hawk Down 


No bad Aidid goes unpunished 


ON OCTOBER 3RD, 1993, two Black Hawk 
Super Six One helicopters were shot down 
in Mogadishu, Somalia, during a raid. By 
the next morning, when U.S. forces could 
finally be extracted, 18 Americans and 


over a thousand Somalis were dead (many 


more wounded), one US soldier had been 
captured, and another’s body was 
dragged uncere- 
moniously through 
the streets for TV 
cameras. The event 
was seen as a fail- 
ure and troops 
were soon pulled 
out of Somalia, 
leaving 
Mohammad Farrah 
Aidid to continue 
his depredations. 
That event res- 
onates today, ten 
yeas later, retold 
vividly by journalist 
Mark Bowden and 
put to film by Ridley Scott. Now, released 
during another war in the region, there’s a 
game, NovaLogic’s Delta Force: Black 
Hawk Down. 

Black Hawk Down is a bracing mix of 
genre styles consisting of equal parts 
arcade shoot-‘em-up, stealth based tactics, 
and military simulation. Its centerpiece is 
the event itself. The raid on the Olympic 
Hotel, a one-hour snatch and grab in 
broad daylight that turned into the longest 
sustained military firefight since the 
Vietnam war. After a few speculative mis- 
sions, you're in the thick of the titular 
event, inserted via chopper into the heart 
of Mogadishu to capture some of Aidid’s 
best and brightest. Soon all hell breaks 
loose; the militia attacks in force, the 
crowds rise up, and several Rangers get 
pinned down until, finally, two Black Hawk 
helicopters are shot down. As a Delta 
Force operative, you get to capture the tar- 
gets, secure them, and then move in sup- 
port of the Rangers through a desert city 
turned shooting gallery. These missions 
are a stunning achievement in game 
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design. They've 
even modeled the 
chaos and frustra- 
tion of inadequate 
Intel as you man a 
50-caliber machine 
gun as part of a 
convoy lost in the 
city streets. The 
military ethic and 
film's tagline 
“Leave No Man 
Behind” is even demonstrated by a mis- 
sion where you have to rescue and link up 
with stranded and pinned down Rangers 
throughout town. 

NovaLogic frames this awesome 
sequence with speculative missions. Take 
out a radio transmitter spewing anti-UN 
propaganda, rescue some UN hostages 
and keep them alive, and take out a ship 
running drugs and weapons to the militias. 
The missions are clever, intense, and inter- 
esting, and if you do get bored or frustrat- 
ed with one or two of them, there are gen- 
erally three available at any time. That is, 


[clockwise from left] Sniping from a Little Bird helicopter- 
we’re hunting RPGs; Defend the downed Black Hawk and 
the men guarding her; Don’t shoot the civilians, the 
hostages, or your own comrades. 
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until you hear the codeword “Irene” and 
it's time to hug the coastline for a helicop- 
ter ride into downtown Mogadishu on a 
hot October day. After that, you get a shot 
at Aidid himself during a Black Ops raid. 
The single player campaign is strong, if 
brief, but multiplayer is robust. There’s an 
emphasis on tactics and team play and 
several maps feature vehicles circling 
along pre-determined paths. You can't 
drive, but you sure can shoot. You can 
spawn inside a Black Hawk for a helicopter 
insertion or mount a 50-calibar machine 
gun for some high-powered support fire. 
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Black Hawk Down succeeds by modeling 
warfare intensely. The graphics engine is 
detailed, the desert environments look hot 
and dry enough to make you thirsty, the 
guns have kick and heft, and there is 
graphical and audio feedback modeling 
the bullets whizzing by your head or strik- 
ing your body armor. The music sounds 
like the film’s score, and the sound effects 
are a constant mix of shouted orders, anti- 
U.S. chants, and a near-constant crackle of 
gunfire. The Delta Force series’ one great 
weakness remains, and that’s its bad A.l., 
but the subject matter turns it into a 
strength. The U.S. forces were horrifically 
outnumbered by Somali mobs described by 
Bowden as wildly inexperienced and fanat- 
ical. He describes them running into 
oncoming fire and firing wildly, with one 
hand covering their eyes. The game models 
this behavior well, making it believable that 
your operative can take down 50 militia 
single-handedly while only sustaining 
superficial wounds. Your own team Al is 
also poor, but rarely distracts from the 
experience. Things that do distract a bit are 
the infrequent health power-ups available 
and the fact that you can shoot as accu- 
rately while running as you can while 
standing still. Still, taking Cover is neces- 
sary, and the limited save system keeps the 
tension high throughout. 

Black Hawk Down only recreates the 
thrilling aspect of war. NovaLogic, under- 
standably, has shied away from the more 
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introspective and con- 
troversial aspects of 
the film, book, and 
reality. It features civil- 
ians you aren't sup- 
posed to kill (even if 
they do throw rocks at 
you) but doesn't 
model the crowds and 
mobs of women and 
children Bowden's 
book describes. It also 
doesn't show Habr 
Gadir tribesmen using 


them as human shields. It doesn’t force 
you to kill an innocent to take down a 
threat. The bad guys die in this game, in 
appalling numbers, but they don’t scream 
as they go down. The result is a dark, 
thrilling, and ultimately satisfying wargame, 
so long as you don't think too hard about 
the carnage and terror that accompanied 
the real-world event. 
—Andrew S. Bub 


PUBLISHER/PUBLISHER NovaLogic ° ESRB 
Teen 


Red Faction II 


Because no one gets tired 
of cheap console ports 


x * 


THE ORIGINAL Red Faction was an enter- 
taining if clichéd mix of Half-Life and the 
Ah-nold sci-fi flick, Jota/ Recall. It had you 
stepping into the shoes of an everyman 
miner working on mars who is suddenly 
fighting for survival when a revolt starts. 
He ends up destroying the evil oppression 


of the Altor corporation. It was a good sin- 
gle-player game with lots of explosions 
and an incredible variety of levels, but the 
multiplayer game was one of its crowning 
achievements. Since you could blow away 
the actual geometry of a level, there was 
suddenly a metric ton of new and sadisti- 
cally enjoyable ways to kill people with 
spill damage and suddenly exploding walls 
and floors. 

So, ideally, fans of the game should be 
jumping for joy at the opportunity to get 
their gun-addled hands on a sequel. 
Unfortunately, this turned out to only be 
partially true, and only if you 
happened to own a 
PlayStation 2 (or eventually, 
an Xbox or Gamecube). On 
the PC, Red Faction Il, like 
most of THQ’s PC games, is a 
perfect example of how cheap 
ports don't help anyone. First 
and foremost, the port has no 
multiplayer at all. None, nada, 
zippo. On the console sys- 
tems, it at least offered split 
screen action for those with 
big televisions and squinty 
eyes. Here, however, you only 
get a multiplayer-ish ‘bot 
match. This omission is 
enough make even the most rabid PC 
Faction fan (whoever you are) red with 
anger. The bots aren't even particularly 
intelligent either, and generally on par with 
the original Unreal Tournament. 

Once past that, things get a little better. 
Red Faction // is a decent single-player 
shooter, filled with wall-to-wall explosions, 
cool guns, and excellent firefights. Instead 
of a normal guy, you play Alias, a nan- 
otech-enhanced super soldier who, with 
the rest of his enhanced combat team, is 
out to kill the evil dictator Sopat, because 
no one wants to be ruled by a guy with a 
name that sounds suspiciously like a femi- 
nine hygiene product. 

Like the original, Red Faction // occa- 
sionally adds vehicles to the mix of stan- 
dard, on-foot action. Most of the vehicle 
segments are track-based however, which 
is further proof of its console nature. The 
level of Geo-mod destruction has been 
lessened this time around as well, and 
while there’s still plenty of stuff to blow up, 
more opportunities to destroy the scenery 
would have been welcome. 

Since this sequel was specifically 
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designed for the PS2, the graphics suffer. 
It's still reasonably good-looking, but the 
ability to pump up the resolution and 
details is probably the only advantage the 
PC version has. Overall, however, while 
character models are detailed, the land- 
scapes look closer to Quake // then Unreal 
//, and blocky, angular shapes abound. 

Audio-wise, there's a lot to like. The 
voice acting Is terrific, with the likes of 
Lance Henriksen (A/iens’ Bishop most 
notably) and Jason Statham (Snatch and 
The Transporter) taking lead roles. Sound 
effects and music are all well done, giving 
a great sense of ambience to the violence. 

Giving a greater sense of ambience to 
the violence, however, are the guns. Pistols, 
machine guns, grenade and rocket launch- 
ers, and some of the best sniper weapons 
ever are the highlights. The rail gun is back 
and better than ever, and the only gun in 
any shooter that actually allows you to kill 
bad guys several rooms away by sniping 
them through a wall. Indeed, despite the 
occasional insanely hard firefight, it’s hard 
not to enjoy the mayhem all of the cool 
guns provide. 


Released as a “budget” title (if $30 is 
your idea of a cheapie), the sheer level of 
apathy towards PC gamers expressed 
here is mind-boggling. Even the save 
game function is appallingly console- 
like—the game auto-saves upon level 
completion. To add insult to aggression, 
you cant skip through the in-game cine- 
matics. Consequently, not only will you 
have to repeatedly attempt the same lev- 
els, you have to sit through the movie 
sequences each time as well. Factor in 
the complete lack of multiplayer and it 
adds up to the worst kind of port. Red 
Faction // could have been so much more, 
but all Volition and THQ have done here 
is the absolute least amount of work pos- 
sible to bring it to the PC. If you haven't 
played the original, pick that up instead— 
it's a much bigger, better game, with a 
more interesting single player campaign, 
and great multiplayer. Red Faction // is 
only of interest if you want yet another 
decent single-player shooter. 

—Jason DAprile 

PUBLISHER THQ * DEVELOPER Volition 

ESRB Mature 
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Restaurant Empire 


Emeril, Julia, and Mario’s 
excellent adventure 


xk*kk* 


WHILE THE BOX front for this game does 
not say “Trevor Chan’s Restaurant Empire, 
it probably should, since Chan’s extraordi- 
narily detailed Capitalism games gained 
him quite a bit of prestige. Restaurant 
Empire helps continue his legacy, because 
although it does have its shortcomings, it is 
very long on the details at the core of any 
business simulation. And in this case, the 
details are quite tasty. Literally. 

This ambitious title has a campaign 
mode with 18 scenarios as well as a sand- 
box mode, which is probably a good idea to 
fiddle with first—especially for Tycoon- 
esque game novices. You play as burgeon- 
ing young chef Armand “Where's the Beef” 
LeBoeuf, and your uncle tells you that his 
prostate condition is forcing him into retire- 
ment. He agrees to let you have a go at 
running one of his Parisian bistros, Treize a 
Table. In the campaign game's “Adventure 
Mode,” you see a gripping drama unfold. 
Not. It does have a story (of sorts) in which 
you and your nascent restaurant operation 
wheel and deal to drive down the price of 
rutabaga, and face challenges from mega- 
conglomerate OmniFood. Okay, the story is 
indeed rather lame, even though it does 
have the requisite threatening-bad-guys 
and boy-meets-girl elements. While its 3D 


” 
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graphics are “pleasant,” this is not an 
extremely pretty game; the sound effects 
are not bad, but the...honky-tonk music? 
Turn it off. Really. None of this matters, 
though, since the business sim is where the 
game really shines. 

A rather extensive tutorial familiarizes 
you with the controls and the many (many) 
windows of items and information, all avail- 
able via point and click, and provides you 
with interior decorating skills and a goal 
for the first scenario. The perspective is 
Sims-ish; character movement and interac- 
tion is charmingly Sims-ish; they're even 
seemingly speaking Simlish. Do you sense 
a Sims influence? Each level has a clearly 
defined goal or set of goals, generally 
involving a deadline. (Achieve 100% cus- 
tomer satisfaction before the clock strikes 
twelve.) If your mission is a failure, you 
have the opportunity to restart the scenario 
with less stringent goals. While veteran 
simmers might scoff at this as wimping 


out, it does give novice players a fighting 
chance at getting through the game— 
which is a good thing, because success 
involves a great deal of patience. 

The basic elements of the game include 
attaining restaurants, decorating them, 
planning menus, pricing menu items, hiring 
(and firing) staff members, learning new 
recipes, modifying recipes, negotiating with 
greengrocers and other suppliers, and 
entering yourself, your chefs, and your 
paramour into cooking competitions (which 
contain optional mini-arcade games that 
seem really out of place). You are able to 
buy or win new recipes, and once you have 
quite a selection of them, you can branch 
out from French cuisine to Italian and 
American, and style them accordingly. 

SO many intricacies and tiny details, 
sometimes surprisingly, become very impor- 
tant. For instance, you need to take extreme 
care as to exactly where you place each 
table and chair in your dining areas. Too 
many of them means service will be too 
slow; too close together, too near the 
kitchen or the door (or the restroom?) 
means that patrons will find it too noisy; too 
sparse and spaced out that you won't be 
able to seat people and they'll walk out (and 
you cannot expand and add tables easily): 
all of these conditions lower your establish- 
ment’s reputation. And reputation is the sin- 
gle most important element to success. 
Comparative charts and graphs; income and 
loss statements; TV, newspaper, magazine, 
and radio advertising cost and information; 
loan solvency; staff training info—all of these 
and more exist for each and every restau- 
rant under your control. Each recipe comes 
with a description, a list of ingredients, a 
quality rating of each ingredient, how much 
they each cost, and a default menu price. In 
order to maintain economic control, it’s 
important you carefully manage every 
aspect. This means tinkering with whether 
the cream sauce really needs top-rated 
cream, whether the duck liver should sell for 
$7.50 or $7.80, whether it's worth buying 
quality nutmeg... you get the gist. 

If you're new to immensely detailed sim- 
ulation games, Restaurant Empire might be 
frustrating, but it’s very accessible, since 
you can lower the difficulty until you get 
the hang of it. And if you’re an old time sim 
junkie, this is quality that you'll really want 
to sink your teeth into. -Cindy Yans 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Enlight Software 
ESRB Everyone 


Pro Race Driver 


Enter the caRPG 
kkk x 


THERE’S MORE TO racing than raw horse- 
power, an ace pit crew, or the mechanics 
behind the scenes. There’s even more to it 
than the skills a pro-race driver brings to 
the cockpit. Racing is more than the sum of 
all those parts; it’s as much a team sport as 
baseball, even if it doesn't look like it. To 
simulate this, most racing games give you a 
menu and various racetracks. You play the 
driver, or sometimes the mechanic too, but 
everything else happens outside of the 
game. Pro Race Driver tries to change all 
that by modeling much more than the 
thrilling behind-the-wheel action. The game 
offers a storyline, complete with cinematics, 
voice acting, and a whiney protagonist. 

It puts you in the leathers, helmet, and 
bad attitude of a punk kid named Ryan 
MicKane. He’s the type of guy you just want 
to slap around, and it’s obvious that’s 
exactly what the old-timers who take him 
under their wings would do, were it not for 
his talent of pedigree. Ryan's pop is killed 
in the opening movie, in the manner of 
most cheap dime novel fathers—in-the- 
line-of-duty and only after winning a race 
fair and square. While crossing the finish 
line, a young upstart who was a little loose 
on the brakes slammed into his car. So 
Ryan’s got a chip on his shoulder, and it 
shows during the cinematics that are trig- 
gered after tight races, where a guy you 
smashed into during the race will 
exchange heated words with young 
McKane. Most scenes simply show 
McKane learning to be a more mature and 
steady driver by sassing his superiors. You 
can ignore them if you aren't into that sort 
of thing, and they never steal focus from 
the gameplay. 

Pro Race Driver has you navigate rooms 
rather than menus, though because this is 
a console port, you can’t navigate them 
with the mouse. In McKane’s office you 
can look at the calendar, schedule a new 
race, and check for news updates. In the 
garage you can work on your car, buy new 
parts, and tweak performance (these fea- 
tures are simple and easy, though not par- 
ticularly deep). A third room lets you race 
on any unlocked track. Multiplayer, for up 
to eight, is smooth for some, laggy for oth- 
ers, but patches have already been issued 


to address the latter. 

The meat of the game is 
the career mode, with 42 
cars and 38 racetracks. Everything 
from NASCAR ovals to street tracks 
to the kind of courses Rally champion 
Colin McRae cut his teeth on. The 
game plays well, if you're not too 
picky. There’s a terrific sense of 
speed, and the graphics are sensa- 
tional. Cars show damage, which also 
affects performance. There’s a good 
sense of under- and oversteer 
through turns, and you do have to 
powerslide occasionally, but overall 
the handling is pretty arcade-like. Rival cars 
follow their lines too closely, thinking noth- 
ing of running into you if you’re in the way. 

Other concessions to the arcade include 
a lack of qualifying and in-race flags, both 
of which conspire to take the “pro” out of 
the title. If the resulting game is less con- 
vincing than a full racing simulation, it still 
delivers an impressive sense of speed, ter- 
rific graphics and sound, and the novel 
idea of a racing game with a storyline. It’s 
the kind of racing game you might fire up 
just to find out what happens next, rather 
than to go once more around the track. 
—Andrew S. Bub 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER Codemasters * 
ESRB Teen 


Interstellar Trader 2 


My god, it’s full of numbers... 


* 


IT’S BAD ENOUGH that /nterste//lar Trader 2 
is a dry exercise in bald number twiddling. 
What's worse is that it’s hardly any different 
from the first /nterstellar Trader. As far as 
sequels go, this is like taking a spreadsheet 
and adding an additional column. There. It’s 
a sequel. 

The inspiration is obviously trading 
games like 1982’s Jaipan, in which you 
cruised around buying and selling trade 
goods, upgrading your ship, stocking up on 
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supplies, and fending off random encoun- 
ters. These sorts of games don’t necessari- 
ly need graphics, and /nterstellar Trader 2 
isn't about to buck that trend. But they do 
need some sense of context. A map. A dis- 
cernable economy. Feedback about the 
decisions you make. Some sense of 
accomplishment. A reason for doing things. 

You won't get those things here. Instead, 
for planets, there are two rows of colored 
marbles with nonsense names. Click on a 
marble and you open a screen where you 
can click on things to open more screens, 
making money all the while. Prices wobble. 
Random events pop up. Money comes and 
goes. You're basically poking at tiny pic- 
tures, each of which makes you a bit of 
money according to some calculations run- 
ning amok under the hood. It has all the 
strategic nuance of pachinko. Eventually, 
the game ends and you're told how much 
money you made. It could be 30,000. It 
could be 300,000. It could be three million. 
Who knows? Who cares? 

This might be entertaining if it weren't 
so random and desultory. For example, dia- 
mond rings can cost the same as diapers, 
and 40-watt light bulbs can cost ten times 
as much as either of those. There’s a point 
where whimsy sails past absurdity and just 
becomes pointlessness. This is the journey 
you will take in /nterstel/lar Trader 2. 

—Tlom Chick 

DEVELOPER Stormcloud Creations ° 
PUBLISHER Shrapnel Games * ESRB 
Not rated 
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Indy’s Non-infernal Adventure 


LucasArts takes a step in the right direction with Indiana Jones and the Emperor’s Tomb 


kK *& 
BY JASON D’APRILE 


SAYING THAT LucasArts’ 
latest attempt at an action 
adventure starring every- 
one’s favorite cinematic 
archeologist is noticeably 
better than its last is 
something akin to saying 
that Jerry Bruckheimer 
movies are loud. It’s true, 
certainly, but hardly 
descriptive in a meaningful 
way. Still, /ndiana Jones 
and the Emperor's Tomb is 
better in every way than its 
predecessor, /ndiana Jones 
and the Infernal Machine. 
Sure, critics (who shall 
remain nameless, except 
through their byline) might 
make the obvious compar- 
isons with Jomb Raider, 
but didn’t Lara Croft rip off Indy in the first place? 

Unlike /nfernal Machine, LucasArts and developer The 
Collective (which seems to have an affinity for turning licensed 
franchises like Buffy and Deep Space Nine into standard third 
person action/adventures) really did get the feel of Indy right this 
time. Emperor's Tomb doesn't feel like just a Jomb Raider clone, 
and the mix of barroom brawl style combat, familiar weapons like 


Praetorians 


Roma victa! Sorta! 
kkw*Y 


making it a welcome diversion for those 
who prefer their ancient history in a more 
dramatic form than that doled out by PBS. 
Drama is certainly what you get here. 
Neither antiquity nor real-time strategy 


the whip, machete, and pistol, and that old, beaten up fedora all 
add up to something worthwhile despite its flaws. 

This time around, Dr. Jones is in search of the Heart of the 
Dragon, a black pearl of legendary power thought lost forever in 
an ancient Chinese imperial tomb. It supposedly has the power 
to control the minds of men, and of course, those pesky Nazis 
are after it as well. Jones is hired by a mysterious Chinese emis- 
sary and his beautiful, kung fu-powered assistant to travel from 
Ceylon to Prague, Istanbul, Hong Kong, and eventually to the 
Chinese tomb itself to get the pearl before the Nazis do. 

It’s all an excuse to go on what could be called “Indy’s Big 
Obstacle Course.” Many of the levels just feel like bizarre gauntlet 
runs. Level design moves from superb to absurd with little warn- 
ing, and there are weird traps and shaky enemy Al throughout. 
Why, for instance, is there a series of horrible mechanical death- 
traps in the hallways of a castle in Prague? Or, how did the Nazis 
manage to invade ancient tombs en masse when Indy is con- 
stantly forced to use all his acrobatic and whip-swinging skills 
just to make it past numerous impassable gaps? 

Logical questions of level design aside, the locations Indiana 
must travel to are impressively vast. Made up of several sub-lev- 
els, each “world” often takes about three hours to complete, mak- 
ing Emperor’s Tomb a reasonably lengthy action-adventure. 
Visually, it’s certainly appealing, and while the Xbox rendition 
looks rather muddy, the PC version is sharp enough to see the 
detail in the characters and locations. The game does require a 
3D card that supports hardware-based T&L, so all of you old card 
holdouts may be out of luck. 


PRAETORIANS HAS AS much to do with 
ancient Rome as that hopping-mad 
Martian with the broom on his helmet in 
old Bugs Bunny cartoons. Which is to say, 
pretty much nothing, aside from funny 
headgear and togas. But if you're looking 
for action-first strategy with a swords-and- 
sandals flavor, and aren't too fussy about 
interfaces, the latest effort from the devel- 
oper of Commandos is worth your while. 
Pyro Studios has incorporated cunning 
artificial intelligence and heated battlefield 
action heavy on tactics into the game, 
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conventions are allowed to get in the way 
of the game design, as Pyro has removed 
complications like history and resource 
gathering. The 24 missions that make up 
the single-player campaign might follow 
Roman annals through the Gallic Wars, a 
dalliance with Cleopatra, and the civil war 
that ended on the infamous ides of March, 
but historical accuracy is sketchy. You don't 
have to worry about anything other than a 
steady supply of villagers to conscript and 
kicking, er, asinus, on the field of battle. 
Roman, Egyptian, and Barbarian sides 


[far left] Whip-swinging action is par for the course through 
most of this game; Fighting side-by-side with a Kung Fu babe... 
why, it’s every archeologist’s dream. [above] Doesn't everyone 
have bizarre deathtraps in their house? [right] Nazis... | hate 
those guys. 


Although it still has the overly angular level construction 
that seems to haunt most LucasArts games, the excellent 
lighting, scoping levels, and variety of locations give 
Emperor's Tomb a fine sense of visual panache. Characters 
are reasonably well animated, although at times their movements 
are stilted and gawky, and the facial detail, particularly during 
cinematics, is impressive. The audio work is, as expected, superb. 
The use of John Williams’ now classic score gives a great sense 
of authentic atmosphere to the action, the sound effects are just 
right, and the voice acting is especially good. Indy’s voice actor, 
in particular, does a dead-on impersonation of Harrison Ford. 

Tomb Raider-style running, climbing, swinging, and jumping 
aside, what really sets Emperor’s Tomb apart from the competi- 
tion is the terrific combat. This is a Jones fans can be proud of. 
He’s a brutal and dirty fighter, with a variety of punching com- 
bos, several highly entertaining body throws, and can pick up 
chairs, smashed table legs, and other obstacles to use as 
weapons. He can also acquire machine guns, pistols, a shotgun, 
swords, and knives, along with using his machete and whip 
against enemies, but unless the odds are truly overwhelming, 
taking on bad guys bare knuckled is far more entertaining. 

Level design caveats aside, the major flaws are due mostly to 


its console origin. It uses the standard WASD/mouse configura- 
tion, but muddles things by making Indy run in whatever direc- 
tion you press. So, instead of backing up when pressing S, for 
instance, he actually runs toward you. When hanging out on pre- 
carious ledges while fighting bad guys, this kind of imprecise, 
unnatural movement scheme is more than a little disconcerting. 
On top of that, the game only saves upon the completion of a 
level. You can’t save at all otherwise, which is inexcusable on 
both the PC and hard drive-equipped Xbox. Finally, gamers can 
also count on the usual array of bad camera angle problems that 
seems to plague these sorts of games. 

Emperor's Tomb is, despite its flaws, a solid adventure for fans 
of both third person action/adventure and the movies. It gets the 
feel of the character right, and while the levels and controls can 
become annoying at times, most of the gameplay—particularly 
when fighting—is entertaining. It’s not the be-all, end-all Indiana 
Jones game, but it’s certainly a step in the right direction. 

DEVELOPER The Collective * PUBLISHER LucasArts * ESRB Teen 


featured here are more fanciful than factual. 
Tolkien is mixed freely with Tacitus. Roman 
Hawk Scouts, for instance, can see through 
the eyes of their winged friends, Egyptian 
Officials can create mirages, and Barbarian 
Druids can cast spells to blind enemy 
archers. You can get even pickier over 
anachronistic references to the “Roman 
Empire” sixty years before the birth of 
Christ, Gauls who have distinctly Pictish 
characteristics, and the presence of 
pharaonic troops on the Nile at a time when 
the country was more Greek than Egyptian. 
Or at least you could if the gameplay did- 
n't hold together. It does, partly because of 
the decision to Hollywoodize history, partly 
because of great play-balancing and Al. 
Pyro gives each side just ten military units 
and a handful of ancillary items like batter- 


ing rams and ballistas. Units balance each 
other almost perfectly thanks to the logical 
use of special abilities. For instance, where 
the German Cavalry can inflict the devastat- 
ing “impale charge” on enemy infantry, 
Roman Spearmen can counter this with a 
“protecting” formation where they form the 
ancient version of a picket fence with their 
weapons. All units can be countered if you 
take advantage of these skills. This intricate 
balancing act is shown to great effect in the 
Campaign and skirmish options, as the com- 
puter is skilled at using its troops, and in the 
online multiplayer modes, since there are no 
major holes for players to exploit. 

Other tactical concerns are also vital. If 
you want to keep those concubines and 
hot baths, be mindful of casualty rates. 
Lose too many men and you'll empty your 
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FRoman Army — 7 
}Equites (12/12) = 
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| [from top right] BLOODRAYNE: The body count is high, and the action is intense enough to drown 
out the lousy-looking melee combat direction; The late 30’s: an era where skintight leather attire 


and silicone implants were the height of fashionable appearance. 


villages quicker than your can say “pyrrhic 
victory.’ This, coupled with a slow repopu- 
lation rate, means that you'll have to be 
careful in every battle. Terrain is another 
major factor, mostly in Western Europe. 
Forests and rolling fields there affect every 
engagement. The former is good for 
ambushes and escaping cavalry like the 
Roman Equites, while securing high 
ground means the difference between a 
triumphal procession past the Campus 
Martius and “et tu, Brute?” Mission objec- 
tives play up the need for strategic think- 
ing. In addition to the usual search-and- 
destroy stuff, you have to defend a base 
from overwhelming opposition, besiege 
fortresses, and kill enemy leaders to swing 
their troops over to your side. 

But the strategic focus is dampened by 
an interface that isn’t good enough for a 
game with such depth. The 3D engine 
does an acceptable job of detailing the 
units and the terrain features, but it is 
locked to just three poor camera angles. 
Each is too zoomed-in to provide a proper 
overview of the battlefield, so you have to 
spend a lot of time scrolling back and 
forth. When facing ranged attack from 
bowmen or slingers, you typically can't 
keep the enemy and your troops on the 
screen at the same time, even when the 
foes are firing from a ridge right on top of 
your men. You often feel like you're losing 
control of your troops and are reduced to 
mouseslinging when the bows begin to 
twang and the swords start to clang in that 
familiar pots-and-pans style. 

That's about all that is familiar about 
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Praetorians, though. Even with the some- 
what annoying design flaws and less his- 
torical authenticity than a first-year 
Classics student's term paper, Pyro has 
created an innovative game that veterans 
will find to be a refreshing and challenging 
change of pace. —Brett Jodd 

DEVELOPER Pyro Studios * PUBLISHER 
Eidos Interactive * ESRB Teen 


BloodRayne 


Bad taste has its triumph 


IT’S REALLY HARD not to collapse into a 
black hole of cynicism when the box cover 
for BloodRayne features the titular (couldn't 
pass that pun up) vampire wench lascivi- 
ously lapping blood off a giant blade. It’s 
even more confusing when the game 
doesn't entirely suck. 

See, once you dig past the tiresome lay- 
outs and endless jumping segments of the 
early Louisiana levels, a startling revelation 
occurs: there's finally some pretty good 
game design going on. BloodRayne’s sub- 
sequent trek through Argentina and, even- 
tually, a German fortress is surprisingly 
well-paced, with some tense battles 
against a fairly wide variety of Nazi and 
demonic foes. Tactical thinking suddenly 
leaps into play as the you're forced to pick 
key targets and use BloodRayne’s prodi- 
gious vampire skills such as the Matrix- 
esque “time dilation” or her explosive 
“bloodlust” to cut down the high-powered 


baddies all the while using lesser minions 
for food (health) or as human shields. It’s 
quite a rush to nail a Nazi general with a 
rocket, leap two stories to chain-grab his 
bodyguard in a death embrace and then 
swivel him into the path of the streams of 
tracer fire that endlessly pursue you. The 
later bosses are more personable foes, and 
the gore isn’t wasted when you finally get 
an opportunity to slice ‘em down. 

Unfortunately, there are a few quibbles 
with the game that hurt the quality overall. 
The hand-to-hand combat animation is 
stilted, and the ridiculous high-speed 
“walk” of the characters in the cutscenes is 
bizarre. It's also hard to tell the difference 
between most of the guns in the game 
during the heat of battle. 

BloodRayne is a schizophrenic title, 
caught somewhere between its teenaged 
visual aesthetic and some moments of truly 
solid game design. If you can dig past the 
first four hours of dreadful level design and 
pacing, and endure the godawful cine- 
matography of the cutscenes, you'll find a 
pretty wicked diamond in the rough. 
—Douglas L. Erickson 

DEVELOPER Terminal Reality * PUBLISHER 
Majesco * ESRB Mature 


Line of Sight: 
Vietnam 


Crouching soldier, hidden danger 


NFUSION IS MAKING a name for itself by 
putting out realistic tactical shooters at a 
budget price. Best known for its Deadly 
Dozen series, the developer leaves the 
South Sea islands behind in favor of the 
jungle hell of Vietnam. Welcome to the jun- 
gle, baby. 

Building off the graphics engine from 
Deadly Dozen: The Pacific Theater, Line of 
Sight: Vietnam convincingly recreates the 
dense jungle carnage of its setting. 
Mission maps are replete with massive 
trees, boulders, ravines, and concealing 
underbrush. Trails crisscross the jungle 
floor, fog enshrouds the horizon, choppers 
fly overhead, and somewhere Robert Duvall 
is probably complaining that, “Charley 
don't surf” The result is a stealth shooter 
where the enemy could be anywhere, at 
any time, and a game as intense as the 
subject matter and setting it depicts. It’s as 
frightening too. 

The plot concerns a young specialist 
who gets dumped into the jungle sans 
equipment by his falling Huey helicopter. 
Armed only with a pistol you've got to get 
yourself to the fallen chopper, and then to 
the new Landing Zone. What follows are 
eight intense missions with only slight vari- 
ations. You're always in the jungle, and 
always practicing the art of not being seen, 
while simultaneously finding your enemy 
before he finds you. 

Each level is a deadly game of hide and 
seek, with the loser being tagged by a bul- 
let. There’s a sense of sameness in the 
game; you never see anything other than 
dense foliage, rocks, hills, and the occa- 
sional wet, wood-rotten building. This is 
just the game being true to its setting. It’s 
more real than Rambo. At least the level 
design Is clever. Hills, rocks, and acres of 
trees form a playing field that constantly 
keeps you off balance. You never feel safe 
because Charlie could be hiding anywhere. 
Cliffs, trees, and dense foliage carefully 
hide the walls that make the levels smaller 
than they look. Despite the constraints, 
there are countless routes you can take, 
and each lets you choose the terrain to 
travel through. Bluffs and hills leave you 


exposed, but you can make sure no ene- 
mies are behind you, while crawling on the 
jungle floor leaves you less exposed, but 
there's a greater chance of stumbling on 
the enemy unexpectedly. The mission 
design is such that they've effectively hid- 
den the fact that you’re being shuttled in 
One direction or another, so you never feel 
the game is a series of checkpoints. This 
results in an exhilarating, frustrating, 
intense, and at times, tedious game. The 
slightest error can spell disaster, and at 
times you'll have to reload the game, safer 
in the foreknowledge that there’s a couple 
VC around the next bend. 

It keeps you on your toes by presenting 
you with all kinds of choices and solid Al. 
Nearby VC will hear you crunching 
through the brush if you’re moving too 
fast, they'll see you if you pop up from a 
prone position to take a look, and they'll 
always investigate gunfire. Often this 
means firing, moving quickly to a new 
position, and lying low and hoping they 
move in around, rather than on top of, you. 
You can use machine guns like the M-16 
and AK-47, rifles, sniper rifles, pistols, both 
smoke and frag grenades, and all are 
modeled realistically (sniper bullets even 
fall over long distances). You can take 
weapons from fallen enemies. 

The game sometimes gives you a sec- 
ond soldier as backup; you can switch 


[right from top] Stay low, creep forward, and 
take the enemy down from afar; VC stumbled 
upon my trap. Trouble is, he’s shooting my 
friend! [below] Huey down! Finding your fallen 
chopper during a monsoon is your first mission. 


back and forth between them at will and 
fortunately, the much-improved Al makes 
that kind of switching unnecessary. (But 
missions end even if you survive and he 
gets killed.) There’s even a surprisingly 
robust range of multiplayer options, includ- 
ing co-op multiplayer for each mission. 
Good stuff, especially if a community forms 
around the game. 

Line of Sight is an intense and unrelent- 
ing stealth shooter, and it treats its subject 
matter with respect. That, and its budget 
price, makes it a game worth stalking. 
—Andrew S. Bub 

DEVELOPER nFusion * PUBLISHER 
Infogrames * ESRB Mature 
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Out of the Park 
Baseball 5 


A stand-up double 


Out of the Park Baseball 5 takes the same 
design as the fourth edition and juices it 
up with more “stuff” Some of the new fea- 
tures are fantastic, such as individual 
strategies that allow you to give instruc- 
tions to each player (how often to steal, 
bunt, etc.) rather than to your team as a 
whole. There are several new charts such 
as team power rankings, top minor league 
farm systems, as well as league averages 
and team rankings in various statistical 
categories. Even better is the improved stat 
tracking as the game now stores career 
minor league and post-season statistics. 
Finally, player development is much better 
in that players start to lose ability at a 
younger age, usually around 35 rather than 
nearly 40. 

Even with all of these enhancements, 
there are a few issues from earlier versions 
that remain a thorn in the game's side. 
There are still too many players that hit 
.220 with over 35 homers a year, and 
defense is simply not emphasized enough. 
If you see a shortstop who isn’t great with 
the bat but plays defense like Ozzie Smith, 
he is still considered a below average play- 
er. When you manage individual games, 
too many things simply make no sense, like 
players who run at an E (which is painfully 
slow) beat out infield hits, or those who 
run like jackrabbits hit into double plays 
despite the infielder bobbling the ball. As a 
result, the game is much better when sim- 
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ulating weeks at a time rather than playing 
the games individually. 

Out of the Park Baseball 5 remains the 
best game on the market for simulating 
fictional leagues and playing in a multi- 
player league with friends, but after five 
versions, it’s time to focus more on fixing 
what's broken rather than adding more 
features. —William Abner 

DEVELOPER/PUBLISHER .400 Software * 


ESRB Everyone 


New World Order 


Giving terrorism a bad name 


New World Order could give terrorists a 
bad name. The “counter-terrorism combat” 
shooter from Termite Games was clearly 
conceived as a belated attempt to jump on 
the Counter-strike bandwagon, with game- 
play that’s virtually indistinguishable, but 
it’s an insult to mention these two games 
in the same sentence. You play good guys 
versus bad guys with the Global Assault 
Team battling a group of terrorists so bereft 
of a grievance that they go under the Mack 
Bolan-approved name of “The Syndicate.” 
Authentic weapons like Glock pistols and 
Spas shotguns are employed in urban envi- 
ronments with whiny hostages and ticking 
bombs. Multiplayer options let you go 
online with as many as 32 players, and 
there is even a solo campaign where you 
suit up as agent John Dobbs and fight the 
forces of terror. 

Just don’t expect much outside of the 
feature list.. Problems with artificial intelli- 
gence cause foes to run in one place, 
refuse to shoot you at point-blank range, 


[left] OUT OF THE PARK BASEBALL 5: Play ball! 
[above] NEW WORLD ORDER: If only that were 
one of the developers. 


and opt out of taking cover. All that offsets 
this stupidity is a range of cheats that 
include Flash-like reflexes and tactical 
positioning that lets unseen snipers blow 
your head off from long range. Technical 
issues clog up the works even more. The 
game runs like a filmstrip on anything less 
than a 1GHz machine. Even when you can 
run the game at its best, control quirks 
make it a chore to climb ladders, you can't 
peek around corners, and design problems 
throw up invisible walls on nearly every 
map. Online play is far from smooth as 
well. Multiplayer is a distant dream on 
anything less than a 56K connection, and 
even a good DSL line experiences a lot of 
slowdown. 

But does anyone really need any addi- 
tional specifics? New World Order is the 
same old, unfinished game that we've all 
played a hundred times before and unfor- 
tunately will play a hundred times again. 
—Brett odd 

DEVELOPER Termite Games * PUBLISHER 
Strategy First * ESRB Mature 


Gods and 
Generals 


Godforsaken and generally awful 


Gods and Generals sounds like a Civil War 
fan’s dream. It’s even endorsed by Robert 
F. Maxwell, the director of the film of the 
same name, with a cover quote where he 
exhorts: “This game puts you in the thick 
of battle...” But the game itself is a night- 
marish collection of bad ideas, bottom bar- 
rel production values, and exists only to 


steal $19.99 from the pockets of passionate 
Civil War fans that deserve better. 

Gods and Generals does nothing to sim- 
ulate war on a battlefield scale. The game 
casts you as a scout or spy, sent to infil- 
trate the enemy position and accomplish 
goals. Occasionally you get to fight in a 
contrived “battlefield” melee (very loosely 
based on real battles). The graphics are 
laughably poor, the Al simply doesn’t exist, 
and the controls are sluggish. Worst of all 
is the sound. No one cries out when they 
see you, or when you kill them, and the 
developers didn’t even bother putting in 
the damn Rebel Yell. 

Each poorly rendered level consists of a 
wide-open space built into a maze of poor- 
ly textured and impassable trees. Your 
Confederate soldier has to wander around 
killing mannequins dressed up like Union 
soldiers (the Al is that bad). Doing so gives 
you skill points you can use to upgrade 
your character. It’s sort of a half-assed 
attempt at No One Lives Forever 2s role- 
playing system. The weaponry is the only 
nod to realism—it's inaccurate, slow, and 
frustrating. Most designers could turn that 
into an exhilarating plus, making each bat- 
tle seem like a real struggle, but against Al 
that does little to fight back, get out of the 
way, or avoid walking through trees and 
wagons, it just feels silly. The only plus is 
the inclusion of film footage between mis- 
sions, but you should wait for the DVD if 
that sounds good to you. —Andrew S. Bub 

DEVELOPER Anivision * PUBLISHER 
Activision Value * ESRB Teen 
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Uplink: Hacker 
Elite 


Computer crime for the masses 
kkk 


Primus Developments requires your assis- 
tance destroying crucial data on a rival 
company’s mainframe. Selective Industries 
would like a hand upgrading the academic 
qualifications of an associate. Evolution PLC 
needs you to make life difficult for an 
enemy by altering Social Security records to 
declare him deceased. 

Those are some of the assignments in 
Uplink: Hacker Elite, a puzzle-oriented 
strategy game that hooks you with 
uncomplicated play and the geek allure 
of computer crime. The Introversion 
Software game is elegant in its simplicity, 
the elementary design evoking memories 
of the Commodore 64 era right down to 
the code-lookup copy protection. You 
play a hacker working for Uplink 
Corporation, a shady middle man special- 
izing in online corporate espionage. 
Gameplay is focused on the interface, a 
slightly prettied-up desktop where you 
connect to the Uplink server to accept 
missions and buy hardware and software 
upgrades, oversee the bank account 
swelling with your ill-gotten gains, and of 
course hook up to corporate computers 
with nefarious purposes in mind. 


Rwy gs 
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Missions involve hacking past log-in 
screens, disabling proxies, and breaking 
down firewalls with various programs. Jobs 
get more difficult as you proceed, moving 
from break-and-enters where you alter 
records and steal data to white-collar 
crimes like robbing banks. Where all you 
need to downgrade some nobody’s engi- 
neering degree is the basic Password 
Breaker and Trace Detect programs, get- 
ting away with bank fraud requires an 
advanced Proxy Bypass to erase Internic 
logs. There is even a role-playing element, 
in that you move up in rank over time, fol- 
low news stories around the hacking world, 
and take part in a corporate war. 

This doesn’t seem all that exciting on 
paper, but Uplink is a puzzle game with 
added oomph, as you're constantly racing 
to beat the clock before you get caught 
with your hand in the cookie jar. You'll be 
on the edge of your seat in later missions, 
when getting caught no longer means a 
paltry fine, it means a pre-dawn raid by the 
FBI and a lengthy jail sentence. Couple this 
sort of tension with the cerebral challenge 
of building a hacking career and you've got 
a game that makes crime pay. —Brett Todd 

DEVELOPER /Introversion Software 
PUBLISHER Strategy First * ESRB Everyone 


spotlight 


Get Carded 


Not to be confused with Unreal 
Tournament, Astral Tournament is a 
Magic: The Gathering-like card game 
where you duel other mages (com- 
puter, other players, or eventually 
people over the Internet) for control 
of the astral plane. There’s no deck 
building; you’re given random cards at 
the start covering five elements: Air, 
Fire, Water, Earth, and Death. You start 
with 50 life points, start casting 
spells, collecting mana, summoning 
creatures, etc. It’s simple, but enter- 
taining, and worth the $15 registra- 
tion. [Apus Software, www.astraltour- 
nament.com] 
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Shell 
Shocking 


With the superb Vietcong, 
Pterodon takes players 


into the shit 
kkk [above] Tunnel duty. [right] Humping it through 
BY TOM CHICK a swamp. [clockwise below] On the horn; 


Trench warfare; Collateral damage; Dust-off. 


“TO NO MAN does the earth mean so 
much as to the soldier,” wrote Erich Maria 
Remarque in A// Quiet on the Western 
Front. “When he presses himself down 
upon her long and powerfully, when he 
buries his face and his limbs deep in her 
from the fear of death by shell-fire, then 
she is his only friend, his brother, his 
mother; she shelters him and releases him 
for ten seconds to live, to run, ten sec- 
onds of life; receives him again and often 
for ever.’ 

Vietcong captures this better than any 
other first-person shooter. One of its most 
remarkable accomplishments is the way 
gunfights play out like gunfights rather 
than shooting galleries. You're not a guy 
sitting in front of a computer steering a 
reticle. You're a soldier hugging the 
ground, trying to flank a Vietcong position, 
crawling up to a fallen log, peering up over 
it. You’re looking down the length of your 
gun to fire a few shots at a muzzle flash in 
the foliage, then raising your gun to press 
against a tree for cover, then leveling the 
barrel as you lean around the edge, pulling 
back when the tracers streak by and the 
bits of bark and leaves go flying. 

The developers at Pterodon do this by 
combining a unique interface, convincing 
Al, smooth character animation, weapon 
models and effects that have personality, 
complex terrain geometry, and varied level 
design, all brought together in a high 
stakes game that lets you use tactics 
beyond simply picking the biggest gun 
and aiming well. For example, the Al 
reacts organically to situations by finding 
cover based on the axis of incoming fire. It 
will hold defensive positions until they're 
compromised. It will creep around and find 
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new cover when necessary. You can throw 
a grenade to flush out your targets or just 
fire wildly to keep them down while your 
squad moves forward. Not since Ha/f-Life 
have gunfights against an Al been so fluid, 
exciting, and sophisticated. 

But Vietcong understands more than 
just gunplay. The shooting bits are tied 
together by segues that make them mean- 
ingful. And not just mission briefings. 
You're riding with a half dozen Hueys car- 
rying troops to an insertion point and the 
music kicks in—not “Paint It Black” or even 
“Ride of the Valkyries,” but The Stooge’s “I 
Wanna Be Your Dog”—and a flight of F-4 
Phantoms roars by and you're thinking, 
“Oh yeah, I'm totally on board for this.” 

There are treks through wet jungle or 
nighttime swamps, scenery and weather, 


scripted sequences, bad intel and booby 
traps, villages and natives, drives and 
rides, rescues and assaults and last- 
ditch desperate defensive actions. Like 
Half-Life, everything is tied together 
through atmosphere, pacing, and narra- 
tive. This is one of those rare shooters 
with lavish context. 

One of the ways this is established is 
through interaction with your squad. You 
play a sergeant on his tour of duty in 
Vietnam and your men aren't just addi- 
tional firepower. They have personalities 
and unique gameplay roles, such as heal- 
ing, ammo resupply, and leading the way 
to the next objective. They have enough of 
an Al that you don’t have to worry about 
controlling them, which lets you be not a 
puppet master, but something far more 


important: in charge. Call one of your 
men and he comes running to see what 
you need. 

All these elements make Vietcong 
perhaps the best single-player first per- 
son shooter since Half-Life. There are 
also solo skirmish games and various 
multiplayer modes with artillery strikes, 
booby traps, and a balanced arsenal of 
unique weapons for either side. 

It's surprising that all this was 
brought together by the Czech devel- 
opers of the fantasy shooter Flying 
Heroes. There are only a few indica- 
tions that the game isn’t an American 
creation; the spelling of “cheque” and 
the correct pronunciation of “beau- 
coup,” for instance. But Pterodon did 
its homework and, perhaps more 
importantly, watched its Vietnam 
movies. Vietcong has a satisfying cine- 
matic arc and sensibility. 

Vietcong isn't perfect. There are a few 
rail sequences and a frustrating tunnel 
maze. The writing can lapse into silli- 
ness like, “Now's our chance to win 
some medals or die a hero.’ There are 
some technical limitations, such as the 
odd scripting problem or Al glitch. But if 
a game this innovative and refined 
doesn't deserve the highest score, noth- 
ing does. —Jom Chick 

DEVELOPER Pterodon * PUBLISHER 
Gathering * ESRB Teen 


FROGGER BEYOND Konami/Everyone * *>* 
Has it really been over 20 years since 
Frogger first tried to cross the road? Yes. 
Now, the personified adolescent amphibian 
faces a “rite of passage” via eight obsta- 
cle-filled worlds. The whimsical good-look- 
ing levels feature the classic Frogger hop- 
pity-jumpity-power-uppity gameplay 
through a large range of enemies (insec- 
toid, to android, to Bilious Boss), across 
cliffs, pits, slides, mineshafts, and other 
hazards. While an improvement over 7he 
Great Quests graphics and camera con- 
trols, a skewed perspective occasionally 
hampers the action. If you have a 
gamepad, use it, as the keyboard controls 
just aren't as intuitive. Even with its sim- 
plistic storyline and basic controls, this 
game is downright difficult. Kids will prob- 
ably be frustrated, but older folks might be 
as well, although persistence does reveal 
some great-looking secret areas and 
cutscenes. If you're a fan of this genre, 
you'll probably enjoy guiding the little guy 
toward “manhood,” or you'll die trying— 
over and over again. -Cindy Yans 


Frogger Beyond & Bomberman 


BOMBERMAN COLLECTION Hudson/Everyone 

« * Nothing says “$20 budget title” like a 
collection of really old console games half- 
heartedly ported to the PC. Here we have 
two old Turbografx games (Bomberman 
and Bomberman ‘93) along with a 
PlayStation update (Bomberman World). At 
their heart, these are simple and addictive 
games; you simply run around a grid-like 
maze dropping bombs that explode along 
the X and Y axes, avoiding critters and 
enemy bombs while trying to blow up your 
rivals. It's too bad that there was no effort 
to update the graphics or interface. Or 
include Internet multiplayer. Or improve the 
sounds and music. Okay, so it’s a fun game 
that just doesn’t hold up so well against 
the ravages of time. The good news is that 
it's simple and cute and therefore some- 
thing you can safely put a six-year old in 
front of; the bad is that anyone else will 
probably be bored after a couple of hours 
of multiplayer—less if you play solo. 
—Jason Cross 


bargain bin 


The Corporate Machine 


Hooked on Stardock’s Galactic 


Civilizations? \f so, consider checking out 


one of the developer’s earlier titles, The 
Corporate Machine. Gameplay may be a 


little more down-to-earth, and there are 
no evil Drengin to battle, but the chal- 

lenge of building a business empire is just 
as intriguing, and Stardock’s trademark 
quirky sense of humor keeps the number- 
crunching lighthearted. [Take 2/2001] 
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eparations 


The GeForce FX 5900 Ultra 
delivers on the promise 


NV30, THE FLAGSHIP of the GeForce FX series, was supposed to 
debut at the end of last year and offer unprecedented programma- 
bility and speed. Then the unthinkable happened: the card slipped 
by almost half a year while ATI’s Radeon 9700 Pro shipped on time 
in the fall with a 256-bit memory bus that gave it an almost 
unstoppable performance advantage. When NV30 finally shipped, 
under the moniker “GeForce FX 5800 Ultra,” it was a disaster. 
Often slower than ATl’s six-month old card—not to mention its new 
9800 Pro—it featured an unusable cooling solution took up two 
slots with an unbelievably loud blower unit strapped to the side. 

There weren't many 5800 Ultra cards produced, basically only 
enough to fulfill preorders, while NVIDIA hurried to ship a new 
chip to rectify the sins of its father. The NV35 is that chip, and it 
will show up in GeForce FX 5900 Ultra and non-Ultra cards. After 
testing a reference board with some stable, tuned drivers, this 
card could put NVIDIA back on top. 

Interestingly, the 5900 Ultra will run at lower clock speeds than 
the 5800 Ultra, with the core at 450MHz and memory at 850MHz 
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(compared to 500/1000 for the earlier card). Individual vendors will 
of course play with the clock speeds a bit, but they should all be 
right around that mark. The 128bit bus from NV30 has been 
replaced with one 256 bits wide on NV35, thus increasing band- 
width from 16 to over 27GB/sec—not quite double, but a huge 
leap. The chip has been altered slightly, moving up to 130 million 
transistors (from 125) due mainly to improvements in the com- 
pression and caching efficiency. The algorithms are still the same, 
the compression ratio is identical, but NV35 will compress more 
data more often. The company also promises “twice the floating- 
point pixel shader performance” with its new card, but it’s unclear 
if this is referring to the peak capabilities of the chip or is mostly 
just a factor of the greatly increased memory bandwidth. In the 
end, it hardly matters. Some complained that anisotropic filtering 
on GeForce FX cards isn’t as sharp as that on ATI's latest, so 
NVIDIA made a few tweaks to their drivers and rectified this prob- 
lem among the whole line. 

One new and interesting feature in the 5900 cards is what the 
company calls “UltraShadow” technology. Games like Doom //I, 
Deus Ex: Invisible War, and Thief 3 produce real-time shadows with 
a trick that partly draws a scene from the point of view of each 
light, and then uses that information to draw the final scene with 
full textures and effects from the point of view of the camera or 
player. This re-drawing produces awesome dynamic shadows 
accurate to a pixel, but it makes the 3D card do a whole lot of 
extra geometry acceleration work. With UltraShadow the developer 
marks how far the player can see, so that if a light can see further, 
the card will ignore that area and skip the work for it. This could 
mean a big speed boost in games that use this sort of shadowing 
technique, but it’s something that has to be supported by the 
developer via OpenGL or Direct3D extensions proprietary to 
NVIDIA. At press time, there was only one confirmed title that 
would support the feature: Contraband Entertainment's Abducted. 
NVIDIA says there are other, bigger games using the technique, 
and these will be announced shortly. 

UltraShadow might be interesting, but for the most part the 5900 
Ultra is just like the 5800 Ultra, only faster and much, much quieter. 
The heat sink and fan is tall and still takes up the neighboring slot 
in your PC, but it’s now completely internal and only a little louder 
than most video cards; nothing like the blow dryer we saw earlier 
this year. In performance testing, there’s quite a healthy speed 
increase over that card, but there’s one caveat: the test card was a 
256M1B version, which will retail for around $500, while the 128MB 
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$400 replacement for the 5800 Ultra (called simply GeForce FX 
5900) will run at lower clock speeds. NVIDIA has been coy about 
exactly how much lower. Interestingly, there are still a few cases 
where the Radeon 9800 Pro is faster. NVIDIA's crown jewel pulled 
ahead by a nice margin in shader-intensive tests like Splinter Cell, 
Aquanox, and 3DMark 2003 when features like anti-aliasing and 
anisotropic filtering were enabled (and let’s face it, you don’t buy a 
$500 card and then turn those off). This bodes well for future titles, 
but with many current games it’s a toss-up. —Jason Cross 
MANUFACTURER 7/11 Company Name 8.5/11 * MSRP S99 
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Dell Inspiron 600m 


The untethered gaming laptop 
kk kkk 


THERE ARE TWO types of laptops in this world, the “desknotes,” 
big heavy beasts with high-end processors, or the actual portable 
machines, lighter and smaller, meant for you to carry around with- 
out becoming a nuisance. Historicaliy, gaming notebooks have 
been desknotes, and while the performance is great, they're not 
really something you can effectively use, well, on the go. They're 
heavy, often nearly 10 pounds, and they eat through bat- 

teries before you can say “fragbait.” It doesn't 
help that they get so hot you couldn't 

possibly put one on your lap eet 
without evaporating _ 
your privates. 
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Enter Dell’s Inspiron 600m, a welcome compromise between the 
lightweight “can’t handle a real game” notebooks and the back- 
breaking ultra-powerful desknotes. Tipping the scales at a svelte 
5.75 Ibs with the DVD/CDRW drive in, and exactly six pounds with 
the drive swapped for a second battery, it has a 14-inch screen 
with a resolution of 1400x1050, but when it’s that close to your 
face, it’s plenty. Best of all, it actually gets enough battery life that 
you can use it unplugged for more than a quick e-mail check. 

The top-of-the-line model utilizes a 1.6GHz Pentium M proces- 
sor, the key to it’s longevity. Don't let the lower clock speed fool 
you—when it comes to games, it performs about the same as a 
Pentium 4 in the 2.0-2.2GHz range. With 512MB of RAM, a reason- 
able 5400 RPM 40GB hard drive, integrated 802.11b/g dual-band 
networking, and a 64MB Mobility Radeon 9000 video chip, you can 
actually play pretty much any modern 3D game at a respectable 
speed, completely unplugged, even online. Best of all, you can do it 
for more than an hour before the battery dies (for a change). 

In testing, it managed a hair under two hours of intense 3D 
gaming with just the one battery, but swapping out the DVD drive 
for another battery doubled that time. That will take you from New 
York to L.A. on a plane with your nose in a game of Age of 
Mythology. Performance is decent, but with the most demanding 
games, you won't be able to max out the settings and keep every- 
thing running smoothly. Unplugging from the wall shaves off a 
good 25% of your framerate, but if you leave ATI's Powerplay fea- 
ture enabled to save juice by slowing down the video, you'll further 
reduce frame rates in 3D titles by half. It only gives you about 15% 
more battery time, so just turn it off. 

There's really no reason this exact same laptop couldn't come 
with a truly top-end video chip like ATI’s new Mobility Radeon 
9600 (which is pin-compatible with the chip it uses now), or 
NVIDIA's GeForce FX notebook chip, and such a configuration 
would just about be the ultimate on-the-run gaming solution. It’s 
a bit on the expensive side, though dropping the CPU down a 
notch to 1.4GHz would save you $400, and while Dell’s new 
industrial design is attractive, it still has nothing on Apple’s note- 
books. These are fairly minor quibbles. One cause for concern: 
the test machine consistently crashed on the third game test of 
3DMark 2003. 

This certainly isn’t the fastest notebook we've seen, nor the 
thinnest or lightest, but it hits a nice sweet spot in between that 
we'd like to see pursued more aggressively. —/C 
MANUFACTURER Dell * MSRP $2,496 
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Faster Pixels 


BenQ moves LCDs closer to CRTs 
BENQ FP767 *& *& %& & 
BENQ FP581 * *& & %& 3% 
BY JASON CROSS 


THE BIGGEST PROBLEM with LCDs when it comes to gaming, 
is pixel response time. The best flat-panel monitors used to 
change the color of a pixel only once every 25 milliseconds or 
so, which results in the image leaving blurry trails behind any- 


thing that moves quickly. This becomes a big problem in games, 


especially first-person-shooters. Monitor technology marches 
ever forward, though, and new 16ms panels go a long way 
toward making games sharper. 

Benq’s 16ms FP767 is a 17-inch panel with a maximum reso- 
lution of 1280x1024. The contrast and brightness are great, and 
the color reproduction is very accurate. It’s a shame such a 
great panel is surrounded by such a plain enclosure; it’s not 
much to look at. There’s also no DVI hookup, so it forces you to 
use a standard VGA connector. At least the analog-to-digital 
conversion is excellent. As with nearly all monitors that have 
built-in speakers, you’re going to want to avoid using these, 
since they're far too weak and tinny for playing games or enjoy- 
ing music or movies. 

The smaller 15-inch FP581 comes in a far more stylish enclo- 


sure. The maximum resolution is 1024x768, but that isn’t quite 


Theago 


Personal Home 
Theater 


Gaming on the big screen 
kk kk 
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The BenQ FP767 and the FP581. | oo 


as limiting as it sounds with a screen this size, and with good 
anti-aliasing support on all modern video cards, you don’t have 
to suffer with jagged edges in games. Many of the same criti- 
cisms of the bigger 17” monitor hold true for this one as well: 
the speakers are poor enough not to be useful and there’s no 
DVI connector. Oddly enough, even though both panels share a 
16ms response time, there is a more pronounced blurring after- 
image effect on the FP581. Adjusting brightness and contrast to 
a point where colors looked accurate is more difficult, and color 
gradients aren't as smooth as they should be. 

Both these monitors are reasonable alternatives for gamers, 
but the visual fidelity from the 17” panel is definitely superior. 
CRIs still produce a sharper picture in games where anything 
moves quickly on the screen, and a response time of 10ms or 
less might be needed to completely eliminate all noticeable 
blurring from games. Though these panels are a’ big step up 
from older 25ms models, the limited resolution, lack of DVI 
hookup, and inflated price make it hard to get rid of that CRT 
just yet. 

MANUFACTURER BenQ * MSRP FP767 $449 / FP581 S369 


DIGITAL PROJECTORS HAVE typically been 
the domain of business presentations and 
the occasional home theater setup, but now 
Sharp makes one marketed at gamers. 
Okay, so maybe Sharp issued a press | 
release about how it’s good for gamers, but 
after testing it, it turns out they’re right. 

It’s trim, weighs less than those hefty 
desktop replacement notebooks at about 
eight pounds, and the $3,500 retail price is 
pretty low as digital projectors go. The 
specs list a brightness of 600 lumens, but 
that's not really a number normal people 


can relate to—let’s just say that in low-light 
conditions, the eight-foot game of 
Battlefield 1942 on the wall will be nice and 
bright, but you might not want to have all 
the lights on at the same time. Where 
these projectors have really made great 
strides in recent years is in the sharpness 
and clarity. Every pixel on the 800x600 
screen Is razor-sharp (it can scale down a 
1024x768 screen as well), and the 
response time is good enough that you 
won't suffer lots of blurring artifacts. 

This isn't the kind of product that every- 


one will enjoy. You need a big white wall or 
screen to project on for the full effect, and 
the 800x600 resolution is a bit limiting for a 
PC. With S-video and component inputs, 
including support for HDTV resolutions, 
this is really ideal only if you plan on 
watching the tube and playing console 
games on it, with the occasional big- 
screen PC experience for good measure. 
Or, being so small and light, it’s a great 
way to show off at your local LAN party. 
—Jason Cross 

MANUFACTURER Sharp * MSRP $3,499 


HARDWARE TEST PLATFORM Unless otherwise stated, the base platform for all benchmarks is as follows: CPU Intel Pentium 4 3.0GHz RAM 512MB dual-DDR 400 
MOTHERBOARD Intel D875PBZ (875P chipset) HARD DRIVE Two Seagate Barracuda 120GB SATA in RAID 0 array AUDIO Creative Labs Sound Blaster Audigy 2 
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ensory Overload 


The unintended consequences of E3 


BY HENRY JENKINS AND KURT SQUIRE 


In the middle of May, the Interactive Digital Software 
Association hosted its annual Electronic Entertainment 
Exposition (E3) in Los Angeles. Perhaps you have 
already started to read the coverage of games that 
debuted in the E3 showroom. 

Or maybe you were at the convention last month, 
reading this column over the thundering noise and 
flashing lights that turn the showroom into something 
akin to the streets of Hong Kong at midnight. Scantily- 
clad women beckon you with promises of easy access 
and cheap loot. Dancers in leotards demonstrate the 
wonders of motion capture technology. The noise you 


““For those of us who want to pro- 


mote greater innovation and diversity 
in game design, the E3 floor may be the 
biggest obstacle in our path.” 


are hearing is the sound of people playing a thousand games 
at the same time. Most people stagger out after only a few 
minutes, so overwhelmed that they can no longer focus on 
any one screen. Everyone should see E3 once to experience 
the adrenaline rush. 

For anyone who has spent more than a few minutes think- 
ing about the game industry, E3’s economic function is well 
understood. This is where buyers from Wal-Mart, Electronic 
Boutique, and the other chain stores first encounter the com- 
ing year’s product. The major game companies hype their 
hottest new titles while smaller ones try to break into the 
market. Both are involved in a life and death struggle for the 
attention of the middlemen who determine how much shelf 
space a title will get, and how long it remains there. 

Yet there’s been little discussion about the consequences 
of E3 on the look and feel of contemporary games. Many 
game designers talk about the importance of designing 
memorable moments in their new releases, those which leave 
vivid impressions long after the bulk of what was on the floor 
has blurred together in the showgoers’ sleep-deprived, alco- 
hol-addled, and sensory-overloaded minds. But producers 
push designers to come up with a preview reel which grabs 
attention on the huge monitors that dot the display room, and 
the result is often an over-emphasis on cinematics over game 
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play. The disparity between those massive screens , which 
wouldn't be out of place at your average multiplex, and the 
much smaller monitors on which most of us play games tells 
us why so many games look like bad action movies rather 
than works that explore the interactive potentials of this 
medium. What would happen if the movie studios showed all 
of next year’s movie releases at the same time in the same 
auditorium? Which films would stand out, and which would 
get buried? For those who want to promote greater innova- 
tion and diversity in game design, the 
E3 floor may be the biggest obstacle 
in our path. 

Smaller scale games get little or 
no floor space. 7he Sims, for example, 
got swallowed up by the chaos of the 
E3 showroom. Companies typically 
display games that really stretch the 
limits of our understanding of what 
the medium can do, like Rez or 
Majestic, in private rooms off the 
main floor. And some of the most 
interesting games are literally rele- 
gated to the basement, Kentia Hall, 
where foreign and independent game 
developers fight over the cheap space with discount distribu- 
tors and peripheral manufacturers. You might find an inter- 
esting title squeezed between the new video game glove con- 
troller and an online Korean dating game, but you have little 
chance to hear about these quirky titles above the marketing 
din upstairs. 

After even a few minutes on the floor, all of the games 
start to look the same. Is it any wonder that distributors and 
retailers are drawn towards recognizable franchises in such a 
hyperbolic environment? Is it any surprise that retailers make 
decisions based on eye candy and glitz? 

There’s nothing wrong with the industry throwing itself a 
party at an E3. Wouldn't it be great though, if like film and 
music, we had other outlets as well: independent gatherings, 
grassroots festivals, and a real awards show? As the games 
industry matures, it may not be able to contain all of its eco- 
nomic and social functions within one or two gatherings. The 
Indie Games Jam at the Game Developer's Conference is one 
approach, and we hope that other similar efforts will emerge 
in the upcoming years as well. Consider, by comparison, how 
important the Sundance Film Festival has been for creating 
visibility and providing economic opportunities for independ- 
ent filmmakers. G 

Henry Jenkins and Kurt Squire run the Games to Teach 
Project at MIT. Jenkins is the Director of the Comparative 
Media Studies Program; Squire is finishing his doctoral degree 
in Education from Indiana University. You can find more infor- 
mation on the program at cms.mit.edu/games/education 


Where the 
Girls Aren't 


Shopping or Shadowbane? 


BY CINDY YANS 


Recently, | received a press release entitled ”Z- 
opolis-First MMOG for Girls.” Girls? Oh yeah, Girls—that ever- 
coveted, elusive teenage-girl market. Here’s what | pictured: 

LOADING, PLEASE WAIT... 

You have entered Bloomingdale’s. 

A Coiffed Cosmetic Clerk casts a spell. 

The overpowering scent of 
Vera Wang for Women slips 
through your nostrils. 

You say, “Hail, Coiffed 
Cosmetic Clerk.” 

A Coiffed Cosmetic Clerk_01 says, “Hello Persimmon 
Lothlorian, you look like you need a joyful floral scent woven 
of bridal bouquet favorites. Would you like [rose], [calla lily], 
[gardenia], [lotus], or [white stephanotis]? 

You say, “| would like Gardenia.” 

You say, “What Gardenia.” 

A Coiffed Cosmetic Clerk_01 says, “Very well, but to prove 
yourself, first you must bring me a European lingerie from the 
Italian design house of Margherita Mazzei. Do you wish to 
accept this quest?” 

You click YES. 

A Coiffed Cosmetic Clerk_01 says, “Excellent! Now go to 
the lingerie department of Victoria’s Secret and give A 
Glamorous Spokesmodel this flask of Emporio Armani White, 
a shimmery, translucent floral fragrance from Italian designer 
Giorgio Armani.” 

You have received an item! 

LOADING, PLEASE WAIT... 

You have entered Victoria’s Secret. 

You say, “Hail, A Glamorous Spokesmodel!” 

A Glamorous Spokesmodel smiles sweetly. 

You drag-and-drop a flask onto A Glamorous Spokesmodel. 

A Glamorous Spokesmodel says, “Emporio Armani White! A 
rich floral bouquet, enhanced with fig leaf, while ginger and 
soft white woods impart a smooth musky finish to the serene 
composition! Here, take this Margherita Mazzei bustier with 
center-lacing for dramatic push-up shaping.” 

LOADING, PLEASE WAIT... 

You have entered Bloomingdales. 

You shout, “WHO GIBBED THE MAKEUP LADY?” 

HotnSassy shouts, “Haha u suxOr’ 

LOADING, PLEASE WAIT... 

You have entered Macy's. 


rend to nowhere 


You petition, “Oh my GOD! Slingback Muleria in Footwear 
has just skipped like 400 mobs and is now wicked angry and 
in the room WITH US! She is running around flailing Gucci 
spiked pumps wicked fast and OH MY GOD...” 

Might girl games that have focused on shopping, makeup, 
and fashion eventually evolve into something like this? OK, no. 
Probably nothing would—thank goodness. When the vision 
faded, | took a look at PersistentWorldZ, Inc’s Z-Opolis. This is 
an MMO with a completely non-combative environment, 
offering various experiences including social interaction, virtu- 
al dating, mini-games, marriage and divorce. The press 
release states: "The vibrant world of Z-Opolis with its family- 
friendly, ESRB E-Rated game play that replaces weapons, 
combat, and conflict with cool clothes, positive social interac- 
tion, and cooperation, is the first MMOG designed with girl 
appeal.’ There it is again. Girl appeal. With gameplay that facil- 


“Excellent! Now go and find my friend, Glamorous 


Spokesmodel, in the lingerie department of Victoria’s Secret.”? 


itates marriage and divorce, one would think that, unless the 
game is sponsored by the National Gay and Lesbian Task 
Force, it would have to include... boys, right? 

Upon further investigation, it turns out that Z-Opolis 
(ostensibly named for the soon-to-be-prevalent-consumers in 
“Generation Z”) is not trying for girls only. It has more diverse 
aspirations. Flanked by dELiA’s.com, yourDictionary.com, and 
gURL.com, whose collective backers include Verizon, 
Maybelline, Lorrillard Tobacco, and more, with product place- 
ment from Burger King (Home-of-the-Whopper), Bennigan’s 
(Home-of-the-GPS), and other high-profile establishments, 
Z-Opolis is rather trying to provide an edutainment-chat 
room-socio-ethical-family-friendly phenomenon positioned 
somewhere between /he Sims Online/There /Second 
Life/ToonTown and Game Portal Websites. 

It also respects the casual consumer who does not own a 
GeForceAnything. They're offering usage-based and pre-pay 
models, not to mention launching an attempt to localize the 
game to attract the U.S. Hispanic population and then branch 
out into Central America. (Honest!) At this writing it has a 
rather small player-base, which is not surprising given its 
profile amidst the Big-Boy MMOs. You really should check it 
out, though, at www.z-opolis.com, if for no other reason than 
to admire its ambition. 

This still (unsurprisingly) leaves the “How to market games 
to Girls” question unanswered. Or does it? In Z-Opolis “Every 
player whose virtual avatar reaches Junior status (or higher) 
in their chosen virtual profession (Gatherer, Miner, Hunter, 
Designer, Chef, Engineer, or Trader) will be entered into a 
drawing to win one of four $500 shopping sprees.” 

Shopping? Wheee! You have entered Saks Fifth Avenue. 
Proceed at your own risk. G 
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story Time 


Making cutscenes worth watching 


BY KEN LEVINE 


IF | WERE to make a Current resume, one phrase you'd find 
multiple times is “created story for.’ | guess I’ve done stories 
for around five published games and around another four or 
so that never saw the light of day. 

“Okay,” you're thinking. “This guy writes stories for video 
games. That means he: enjoys nothing more than writing six 
hundred page back stories; runs an epic D&D campaign 


around a fantastical universe that he started to develop in the 


seventh grade; gets a big thrill from deciphering Byzantine 
video game plot lines, and gets into extended Internet 
flame wars over translations from the original Elvish.” 
Giving the benefit of the doubt to the readers, I’m sure 
you know where I’m going with this. I’ve got a dirty little 
secret: | hate video game stories. The minute some 
cutscene starts up, the camera flies over an advancing 


““The patience of the viewer Is 
inversely proportional to the perceived 
level of interaction.” 


army of elves, and a narrator announces in a stentorian voice: 
“Two thousand years had passed since the armies of Lord 
DarkHold Death Head defeated the Dwarven Stone Sons at 
Elgah-hoth-no-lith. The Santorian Wars were still being fought 
in the West by the Elakis and the vulpine Kreetor. And the misty 
Glamgoran Hills of the Southern Reaches, a hero arises...” my 
index finger is already getting acquainted with the Esc key. 

Why? Why are so many video game stories tedious? What's 
wrong with Lord DarkHoldDeath Head, et al? 

The real problem is not the quality of the stories. It’s the 
quantity. I'm sure the Dwarven Stone sons are really an interest- 
ing bunch of guys once you get to know them, but do | need to 
learn about them in the first thirty seconds of the game? 

There are four core problems with video game narratives: 

Problem One: Can You Sum it Up for Me? If the writer 
of a piece of fiction (especially game fiction) can’t summarize 
the plot of his story in one sentence, the story is broken. One 
of the more valuable things | learned during my years as a 
screenwriter was the art of high concept. Any of these sound 
familiar: Interstellar farm boy gets embroiled in intergalactic 
struggle while saving a princess. Computer hacker learns that 
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the entire world is a virtual construction by sinister robots. 
And yes, peaceful farmer must destroy an enchanted Ring, 
before the forces of darkness and the Ring itself destroy him. 

Clearly the worlds of Star Wars, The Matrix, and The Lord of 
the Rings have rich, textured stories. However, they all offer 
simple, familiar, easily understood core plot lines that intro- 
duce the viewer to their universe. 

Problem Two: Proper Nouns Sure, | know all about Mon 
Mothma and Morpheus and the Riders of Rohan, but | 
learned about those things after | was already along for the 
ride, after | had been gently introduced to characters with 
familiar problems and situations. Luke Skywalker dreams of 
following in his father’s footsteps, Neo knows something is 
wrong with his life, but can’t figure out what, and Frodo is 
forced upon a dangerous adventure that he doesn’t think he’s 

capable of surviving. 
Problem Three: Literary Incontinence 
The patience of the viewer is inversely 
Ps proportional to the perceived level of 
@@eb interaction. For those of us old 
| enough to remember TV before 
remote control, it was a very differ- 
ent experience. Because interacting 
with the TV was such a pain in the 
butt (i.e. getting out of your chair, 
‘ walking to the set, and changing the 
Y Channel), you had a tendency to accept 
what the TV was offering. You planned your 
viewing ahead of time, and you didn’t channel 
surf. When remote control came on the scene, 
our ability to interact decreased our patience 
and increased our discretion as viewing consumers. 

Taking into account that a mouse and keyboard (or a console 
controller) are infinitely more interactive than your average 
remote control, the patience of the average gamer is proportion- 
ally smaller. Every cutscene can be shorter. | repeat: every 
cutscene. Given enough time, | could rewrite every cutscene I’ve 
ever written and cut ten to thirty percent off the running length, 
and the scenes would be better for it. 

Problem Four: Stealing from the Same Cookie Jar As 
the saying goes, “Good writers borrow, great writers steal.” 
However, game writers generally have a very limited canon to 
acquire ideas from. For the most part, however, you'd be hard 
pressed to find game stories that were inspired by anything 
other than The Two Towers and/or Aliens. While creating Thief, 
a medieval fantasy game, we “borrowed” a lot more from 
Raymond Chandler than from JRR Tolkien. 

| Know this column will come back to haunt me, as I’m 
bound to break these rules. Call me on it. Call other game writ- 
ers on it. It'll help us give you cutscenes worth watching. G 

Ken Levine is the General Manager and Creative Director of 
Irrational Games. 
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Black Isle resurrects PipBoy with the official Fallout 2 editor 


BY BRETT TODD 


One of the more surprising developments the last few months 
has to be the release of an editor for Fa//out 2. Although the 
post-apocalyptic role-playing game remains memorable for 
its depth and a sense of humor like a serial killer in a clown 
suit, it is almost five years old. And in this business, that 
makes you as buried as those hardscrabble folks stuck in 
Vault 13. Unless you've got the arms of Plastic Man and can 
get right to the bottom of the bargain bin, you’d be hard- 
pressed to scrounge up a copy of the game this side of eBay. 

This begs a few questions of the development team at | 
Black Isle Studios, who just released an editor for the game. 
Unfortunately, the answers just led to more questions, con- 
sidering that a lot of work was put into the tool’s the design 
and release. Even though the program is substantially identi- 
cal to what the designers used when putting together Fa//out 
2 in 1998, the company couldn't just throw the thing onto a 
website and invite downloaders to have at it. 

“We were hoping to release the editor a year ago, but it took 
a while to get everything together,” explains Producer Chris 
Avellone, before taking a very deep breath. “Josh Sawyer 
brought up the idea during one of our meetings, and after that 
we had to get permission from Division Director Feargus 
Urquhart and Producer Darren Monahan, then have 
Programmer Chris Jones take a look at it, then Scotty Everts 
and | had to write documentation for it, then we had to get 
Chris Heidari plus some fellows from to test it and write an 
installer, then we had to get legal to set up the proper 
blurbs to prevent any potential lawsuits (Tory Marinello was 


fans something to play around with while waiting for a poten- 
tial sequel,” he readily admits that there is no Fallout 3 in pro- 
duction. So you could place the editor in the same keep-the- 
fans-happy category as the Fa//out Bible docs and the irradi- 
ated Flash versions of Milton Bradley classics Simon and 
Concentration posted to the official website to coincide with 
the 2001 release of Fal/out Tactics. 

Diehards should be able to get some mutant-wasting jol- 
lies out of the editor, though. As compelling as messing 
around with a radiation-symbol Simon can be, it doesn’t com- 
pare to the ability to make whole Fa//fout 2 campaigns. The 
editor isn’t much to look at—Avellone calls it “pretty ugly” and 
“kept it locked up in the basement and fed it old spaghetti 
code” until Sawyer convinced him that it should be freed on 
an unsuspecting populace—but it is powerful enough to 
afford the creation of lots of bombed-out, mutant-populated 
terrain. About the only drawback is the complex character of 
the editor itself, which isn’t nearly as user-friendly as a lot of 
its cousins. You won't confuse it with the Neverwinter Nights 
editor, for example. : 

“We included what documentation we could to help lessen 
the learning curve, but | don’t know how helpful it will end up 
being,” says Avellone. “I'll be the first to say that some of the 
functionality isn’t particularly intu- 
itive, which comes from having an 
editor that’s been added to bit by 
bit over the development cycle of 
both Fallout games. It was never 
intended to be released to the 
public, so it certainly doesn’t have 
the shine of some commercial 
editors out there.” 

Still, fans are already hard at 


“When a developer goes through that 

amount of trouble to release a freebie editor, | 
automatically think that there’s gotta be a reason 
behind it one that typically involves greenbacks.”’ 


work crafting unofficial expansion packs, 
which you can find at leading fan sites like 
“Duck and Cover” and “No Mutants Allowed.” 
Avellone is hoping to see good things from 
these followers of all things PipBoy, so that 
until he eventually gets the chance to work on 
Fallout 3, he has something fun to play in the meantime. 

Until then, we're just going to have to while away the hours 
replaying the original Fa//iout games, tinkering with the editor, 
and exploring whatever blasted wastelands modders deign to 
provide us. Which isn’t so bad a fate, come to think of it. 

You can download the Fallout 2 editor from 
fallout blackisle.com. G 


a big help). Finally, Jessica Urquhart put up the cool website. 
Phew. All in all, it was a huge pain in the ass. But we were 
finally able to push it out of here, kicking and screaming.” 
When a developer goes through that amount of trouble to 
release a freebie editor, | automatically think that there has to 
be a reason behind it, one that typically involves greenbacks. 
While Avellone says that he and Sawyer want to “give Fallout 
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Only on NVIDIA 


Stepping back from standards 


BY JASON CROSS 


Recently, Electronic Arts and NVIDIA announced what they 
call a “strategic alliance.” According to the press release, “The 
two companies will work together to produce and market 
next-generation 3D content under the EA GAMES and EA 
SPORTS brands.” That sounds benign enough, right? It’s just 
a co-marketing partnership. 

How about this: “Under 
terms outlined by their agree- 
ment, NVIDIA hardware will 
become the preferred PC 
graphics platform for EA's 
worldwide studios to give its 
developers the best solution for 
realizing their creative visions. 
EA development teams will use PCs pow- 
ered by NVIDIA GPUs to create eye-pop- 
ping 3D effects while allowing full compati- 
bility across all PC gaming systems featur- 
ing NVIDIA hardware. NVIDIA and EA will 
also discuss opportunities to implement 
NVIDIA-specific features and special 
effects in several upcoming EA titles for 
the PC platform.’ 

Now that scares me. The idea that a developer and pub- 
lisher—check that, the largest developer and publisher— 
would help to form a split in the hardware market is very dis- 
couraging. | contacted EA for clarification, and a company 
representative told me that they will not actively discourage 
its developers from using other hardware during develop- 
ment, but NVIDIA GPUs “will be the recommended standard 
as appropriate for studio development.’ I’m still not sure 
what the difference is between recommending something as 
a standard and discouraging something else—it sounds like 
PR double-speak to me. “We will continue to maintain our 
agnostic approach to which hardware our games Can run on, 
and we do our best to support all hardware where practical 
and reasonable. Our support for other hardware is unaffect- 
ed by this announcement.” How can making one brand of 
GPU a recommended standard for development possibly not 
affect support for other brands? And from NVIDIA's point of 
view, isn’t that the whole point, to get all of EAs game mak- 
ers to use and optimize for NVIDIA GPUs and use their spe- 
cial features? 

| asked if EA's titles will implement advanced features in 
their games using only industry-standard interfaces, such as 
DX9’s pixel and vertex shaders, so that those with other 
brands of GPUs will get the same effects if their card sup- 
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ports those standards. Apparently not. “NVIDIA specific fea- 
tures in Madden NFL 2004 will maximize the offerings of the 
NVIDIA hardware,” the company told me, “but will not limit 
the capabilities of other cards.” Again, I’m confused about the 
difference. The most specific clarification | got out of EA was 
this: “NVIDIA and ATI hardware owners will both have out- 
standing gameplay experiences with our PC products, as they 
always have enjoyed in the past, but certain EA titles will take 
advantage of the NVIDIA card features.” Okay, there, they 
said it. They will take advantage of some of NVIDIA's propri- 
etary card features. 


““1’m still not sure what the difference is between 
recommending something as a standard and discouraging 


something else. Sounds like PR double-speak to me.”’ 


If upcoming EA games look better on 
NVIDIA GPUs specifically because they uti- 
lize a special NVIDIA-only feature, where 
does that leave the rest of the world? 
Gamers may be tempted to buy an other- 
wise inferior card (slower, fewer standard 
DX9 features) from NVIDIA over a superior 
card from ATl, only because a couple of 
very popular games make use of a feature 
only NVIDIA cards have. 

| don’t mean to suggest that ATI cards are better than 
NVIDIA's. It would be just as bad if a large publisher decided 
to make use of proprietary ATl features, thus segmenting the 
market based on an artificial marketing decision to promote 
one brand over another. The video card industry's goal should 
be to become as general as CPUs, where the x86 standard is 
well adhered to, and extensions like MMX, SSE, and SSE2 
are available to all CPU makers. This doesn’t stifle competi- 
tion, and both Intel and AMD innovate quite rapidly in their 
implementations of those standards. 

It is my sincere hope that the EA/NVIDIA partnership 
amounts to little more than a cross-marketing campaign. | 
don’t want to see menu items in my EA games that turn on 
features only for NVIDIA GPUs. It’s a step backwards for the 
whole graphics industry, and splits apart a market that has 
struggled long and hard to make meaningful standards 
everyone can agree on. If it is successful from a marketing 
perspective, it starts us down a slippery slope toward even 
more confusing hardware requirements, incompatibilities, 
support only for individual brands, and all the other ills of 
the PC market that increasingly push gamers toward con- 
sole systems. G 
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Anatomy of a Frag 


A strange numb curious gesture 


BY TOM CHICK 


My friend Trevor is doing a study of death in computer 
games. At first, he decided the rag doll physics in Unrea/ and 
Raven Shield were the best. 

“Okay, the cool thing about rag doll is that when you shoot 
a guy on some stairs, his body will actually roll down the 
steps. Check it out.” 

Trevor demonstrated. We watched the victim’s corpse tum- 
ble limply down the stairs like loose wet meat, its arms flop- 
ping out and getting pinned in an awkward position. 

But then Trevor decided So/dier of Fortune // was better, 
even though it’s an old game. He shot a guy in the stomach 
and the guy’s guts squirmed out of the bleeding hole in his 
belly and pooled at his feet. The guy muttered something like, 
“please don’t kill me, | have a wife and children,” and then 
Trevor switched to a shotgun and blew the guy’s arms off, 
one at a time. At least, that’s how | remember it. 

“Whoa, that’s totally cool,” Trevor observed. “You can’t even 
do that with the chainsaw in Vice City” 

In the old days, bodies just disappeared. They were eating 


“/t’s been said you can judge a civilization 
by how it treats its dead. Could that apply 


on a smaller scale to our games?” 


polygons, so they had to go. But because polys these days 
are a dime a dozen, corpses are cheap. In Day of Defeat, they 
actually affect the gameplay. From the developer’s FAQ for 
the retail version: “Q: Do dead bodies affect player move- 
ment? A: Yes, walking over dead bodies will slow you down.” 
Ah, death, there is thy sting. Speed bumps. 

It's been said you can judge a civilization by how it treats 
its dead. Could that apply on a smaller scale to our games? 
This is the part of a normal column where we'd talk about 
Postal 2, but this isn't a normal column. Besides, we're just 
talking about the games that people actually play. 

“What's the worst game for killing people?” | ask. 


“The worst?” Trevor thinks for a moment. “I'd have to say 
No One Lives Forever 2. | felt bad about killing some of them. 
Like, you know, those ninja chicks. They were really cute and 
all. They'd be talking about shopping and their mothers and 
stuff, then I'd have to shoot them in the head. | mean, you 
know, it’s just a game. Why do they want to make me feel 
bad about doing this stuff? Plus, their girlfriends would find 
the bodies and do that ninja smoke funeral thing so | couldn't 
get the ammo off the bodies.” 

Trevor explains that there are limits, and not just killing 
cute ninja chicks. Games about real wars are in poor taste if 
the real war happened within fifty years. When | ask him 
about Black Hawk Down, which he likes because the people 
online aren't very good, he says that wasn’t a war, it was a 
peacekeeping mission. 

“What do you think the worst game is for killing people?” 
Trevor asks me. 

| start to explain that there’s nothing in games that’s really 
about killing people, that these are little more than cartoons, 
but then | think of Vietcong. Sometimes after a gunfight, one 
of your Al squadmates will approach the body of a dead 
Vietcong soldier and look at it for a moment. The character 
models have death faces, distinct from their faces when 
they're alive. So here’s a body, sprawled on the ground, look- 
ing surprised and deeply disappointed that he’s been killed in 
a game named after him. Your squadmate might kneel down 
and take a closer look. Or 
he might nudge the 
corpse with his foot. It’s a 
tiny movement, but it’s a 
distinct animation written 
by the developers. A 
strange numb curious 
gesture from one soldier 
to another. Nudge. It's 
probably the most honest 
and authentic treatment of death you'll find 
in any computer game. 

Which speaks volumes for the level of sensitivity and 
sophistication in our games. At best, these things are formu- 
laic adventures like Saving Private Ryan, or perhaps Homer's 
Odyssey if you insist on pretensions to art. Vietcong's foot 
nudge animation is a first early tentative step towards medi- 
tations on war like The Thin Red Line or The Iliad. This is how 
we will grow past young dumb entertainment with bags of 
viscera that flop like meat when you shoot them. 

“Let me guess,” Trevor says. “You're going to say Battlefield 
1942 because there's no blood and when you get a head 
shot, the other guys helmet doesn’t fly off. It would be much 
cooler if that happened.” G 
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WarCraft Ill: Frozen Throne 
Blizzard 


Warcraft Ill: The Frozen Throne 
provides gamers with a vast new 
chapter in the epic WarCraft saga. 
In the single-player campaign, 
players revisit the war-torn world of 
Azeroth. Several months have 


passed since Archimonde and 
the Burning Legion were defeated 
at the battle of Mount Hyjal, yet a 
new threat has arisen throughout 
the land... 


Restaurant Empire 
Enlight Interactive 
Starting with nothing except some cash 
and a passion for food, build a restau- 
rant from the bottom up - hire waiters, 
decorate, even cook the meals! Buy, 
build, outsell and under price your 
competition. Will you use your culinary 
wizardry to out-cook chefs? What tac- 
tics and strategies will you employ to 
buy out the competition? You decide. 
With a combination of business strate- 
gy and role-playing game styles plus a 
free-form sandbox game mode, three 
huge cities, and over 30 playable chefs 
and a host of locations to travel to, 
Restaurant Empire is an epicurean 
delight of gastronomic proportions! 
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EMPIRE DIVIDED 


Star Wars Galaxies 
Lucas Arts 


It is the height of the Galactic Civil 
War. Live in the Star Wars univers- 
es, alongside thousands of other 
players online as you define your 
role within the galactic community. 
Explore exotic worlds, battle danger- 
Ous enemies, and encounter well 
known Star Wars characters: The 
role you take will impact the Star 
Wars universe forever...it is your 
destiny. 


+ — Grand Theft Auto 


Vice City 
Rock Star Games 
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NGAGE IN EPIC CONFLICT against a horde of alien invaders 1 

other foes in the single player campaign. —— 

Multiplayer gameplay modes include Holomatch, Capture 
the Flag, Elimination, Action Hero and many more. 
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